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Introduction 


Maeve Cooke 


This anthology brings together for the first time, in revised or new 
translation, ten essays that present the main concerns of Habermas’s 
program in formal pragmatics. Its aim is to convey a sense of the 
overall purpose of his linguistic investigations, while introducing the 
reader to their specific details. Habermas’s formal pragmatics fulfills 
two main functions. First, it serves as the theoretical underpinning 
for his theory of communicative action, which is a crucial element 
in his theory of society. Second, it contributes to ongoing philo- 
sophical discussion of problems concerning truth, rationality, action, 
and meaning. Correspondingly, the aim of the present anthology 
is twofold. First, in providing better access to essays by Habermas 
that focus explicitly on language, it may help those interested in 
social theory to assess critically the linguistic basis for his accounts 
of communicative action and communicative rationality. Second, it 
may help those interested in more traditional philosophical prob- 
lems to understand and to appreciate Habermas’s treatment of 
them. 

Habermas’s original term for his linguistic research program was 
“universal pragmatics.” The adjective “universal” was meant to indi- 
cate the difference between his linguistic project and other prag- 
matic analyses of language. Whereas earlier pragmatic approaches to 
language had tended to analyze particular contexts of language use, 
Habermas set out to reconstruct universal features of using lan- 
guage. This explains the title of his programmatic essay, “What 
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Is Universal Pragmatics?,” first published in 1976. However, in a 
footnote to the 1979 English translation, Habermas expresses dis- 
satisfaction with the label “universal” and a preference for the term 
“formal pragmatics.” One advantage of the latter terminology, in his 
view, is that it reminds us that formal pragmatics is related to formal 
semantics. As we shall see, the nature of this relationship is particu- 
larly crucial in Habermas’s accounts of meaning and truth. 

What is meant by universal or, as we should now say, formal prag- 
matics? Habermas’s starting point is that formal analysis of language 
should not be restricted to semantic analysis, for formal investigation 
of the pragmatic dimensions of language is equally possible and 
important. By the “pragmatic” dimensions of language, Habermas 
means those pertaining specifically to the employment of sentences in 
utterances. He makes clear that “formal” is to be understood in a 
tolerant sense to refer to the rational reconstruction of general 
intuitions or competencies. Formal pragmatics, then, aims at a sys- 
tematic reconstruction of the intuitive linguistic knowledge of com- 
petent subjects, the intuitive “rule consciousness” that a competent 
speaker has of her own language. It aims to explicate pretheoretical 
knowledge of a general sort, as opposed to the competencies of 
particular individuals and groups. Formal pragmatics thus calls to 
mind the unavoidable presuppositions that guide linguistic ex- 
changes between speakers and hearers in everyday processes of com- 
munication in any language. It makes us aware that, as speakers and 
hearers, there are certain things we must—as a matter of necessity— 
always already have presupposed if communication is to be success- 
ful. In focusing on the formal properties of speech situations in 
general, Habermas’s program may thus be distinguished from em- 
pirical pragmatics—for example, sociolinguistics—which looks pri- 
marily at particular situations of use. 

Habermas’s formal-pragmatic investigations into everyday linguis- 
tic practices in modern societies are attempts to reconstruct the 
universal competencies that are involved when social actors interact 
with the aim of achieving mutual understanding (Verständigung) .! 
Communicative competence is crucial for Habermas’s social theory, 
which is based on the thesis that action oriented toward reaching 
understanding is the fundamental type of social action. His name for 
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action of this sort is “communicative,” and his analysis of it turns on 
the thesis that everyday language has an in-built connection with 
validity. More precisely, linguistic utterances as they are used in 
everyday processes of communication can be construed as claims to 
validity. From his perspective, everyday linguistic interaction is pri- 
marily a matter of raising and responding to validity claims. Haber- 
mas does allow for other forms of linguistic interaction, such as 
strategic, figurative, or symbolic interaction, but he contends that 
these are parasitic on communicative action. 

In its simplest terms, communicative action is action whose success 
depends on the hearer’s responding to the validity claim raised by 
the speaker with a “yes” or a “no.” Here, Habermas identifies three 
basic types of validity claims that are raised by a speaker with her 
speech act: a claim to the truth of what is said or presupposed, a 
claim to the normative rightness of the speech act in the given 
context or of the underlying norm, and a claim to the truthfulness 
of the speaker. In using a linguistic expression communicatively, the 
speaker raises all three of these claims simultaneously. In a typical 
communicative exchange, however, just one of the claims is raised 
explicitly; the other two remain implicit presuppositions of under- 
standing the utterance. The three validity claims are described as 
“universal” by Habermas, in the sense of being raised with every 
communicatively used speech act. 

The three universal validity claims—to truth, normative rightness, 
and truthfulness—provide a basis for classifying speech acts. Thus, 
communicative utterances can be divided into three broad catego- 
ries according to the explicit claims they raise: constative speech acts 
are connected in the first instance with truth claims, regulative 
speech acts with claims to normative rightness, and expressive 
speech acts with claims to truthfulness. 

The thesis of three universal validity claims has implications for 
both language theory and social theory. On the one hand, it is 
meant to provide a more convincing basis for classifying speech acts 
than, for example, the proposals of Austin and his followers or the 
more theoretically motivated typologies of Searle and his followers. 
On the other hand, it proposes that language has an in-built 
connection with validity claims, thereby giving rise to a particular 
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conception of social order as reproduced through communicative 
action. 

In showing that everyday linguistic interaction depends on raising 
and recognizing validity claims, Habermas presents a picture of so- 
cial order as a network of relationships of mutual recognition that 
have two significant characteristics. They are, first, cooperative rela- 
tionships of commitment and responsibility: participants in commu- 
nicative interaction undertake to behave in certain ways, and the 
success of the interaction depends on the cooperation of both parties 
involved. Second, the relationships of mutual recognition charac- 
teristic for communicative action have an inherent rational dimen- 
sion: the communicative actor undertakes an obligation to provide 
reasons for the validity of the claims he raises with his utterances, 
while his counterpart in action may either accept the proffered 
reasons or challenge them on the basis of better reasons. In this 
sense, everyday communicative action involves a rudimentary prac- 
tice of “argumentation.” Furthermore, these everyday practices of 
giving reasons for and against controversial validity claims—some- 
times referred to by Habermas as naive communicative action— 
point toward the possibility of other, more demanding forms of 
argumentation, which he calls “discourse.” Everyday communicative 
action normally operates on the assumption that the reasons sup- 
porting the validity claims raised are good ones. When this back- 
ground consensus is shaken—as will happen more frequently in 
posttraditional societies—communicative action cannot continue 
routinely. Participants then have three options: they can switch to 
strategic action; they can break off communication altogether; or 
they can recommence their communicative activity at a different, 
more reflective level—namely, argumentative speech. In the proc- 
esses of argumentation known as discourses, certain idealizing sup- 
positions already operative in everyday communicative action are 
formalized. These presuppositions are unavoidable in the sense that 
they belong to the very meaning of what it is to take part in argu- 
mentation; they are idealizing in the sense that they are typically 
counterfactual and will not as a rule be satisfied more than approxi- 
mately. Thus, Habermas claims, participants in argumentation nec- 
essarily suppose, among other things, that they share the common 
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aim of reaching agreement with regard to the validity of the disputed 
validity claim, that no force except that of the better argument is 
exerted, that no competent parties have been excluded from the 
discussion, that no relevant argument has knowingly been sup- 
pressed, that participants are using the same linguistic expressions 
in the same way, and so on. These idealizing suppositions refer both 
to the practice of argumentation and to its outcome. For Habermas, 
the various idealizing suppositions unavoidably guiding argumen- 
tation are what give meaning to the ideas of truth and justice as 
ideas that transcend all local contexts of validity. To the extent that 
the validity claims raised in everyday processes of argumentation 
have a connection in principle with possible vindication in dis- 
course, they have an inherent context-transcendent power. This 
power is the rational potential built into everyday processes of 
communication. 

Habermas’s picture of everyday communicative action thus has 
important implications for critical social theory. For one thing, in 
presenting social order as a network of cooperation involving com- 
mitment and responsibility, it opposes models of social order that 
take interactions between strategically acting subjects as fundamen- 
tal, for example, models grounded in decision or game theory. For 
another, in the context-transcendent potential of the validity claims 
raised in everyday communicative processes, it locates a basis for a 
“postmetaphysical” conception of communicative rationality and, ac- 
cordingly, a standard for critique. As that conception refers to a 
potential already built into everyday communicative action, it situ- 
ates reason in everyday life: the ideas of truth and justice toward 
which it points are grounded in idealizing suppositions that are part 
of everyday human activity. Moreover, communicative rationality is 
not reducible to the standards of validity prevailing in any local 
context of communicative activity. Rather, the idealizing supposi- 
tions on which it rests provide standards for criticizing local practices 
of justification, both with regard to the outcomes of the agreements 
reached and with regard to practices of justification themselves. 
Thus the idea of communicative rationality is meant to provide a 
postmetaphysical alternative to traditional conceptions of truth and 
justice that nonetheless avoids value-relativism. 
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From a more strictly linguistic-philosophical point of view, Haber- 
mas’s formal pragmatics offers an approach to questions of meaning 
and truth that radicalizes the linguistic turn within modern philoso- 
phy. In his view, traditional formal-semantic approaches to meaning 
have been guilty of three kinds of abstractive fallacies: a semanticist 
abstraction, a cognitivist abstraction, and an objectivist one. The 
semanticist abstraction is the view that the analysis of linguistic 
meaning can confine itself to the analysis of sentences, abstracting 
from the pragmatic contexts of the use of sentences in utterances. 
The cognitivist abstraction is the view that all meaning can be traced 
back to the propositional content of utterances, thus indirectly re- 
ducing meaning to the meaning of assertoric sentences. The objec- 
tivist abstraction is the view that meaning is to be defined in terms 
of objectively ascertainable truth conditions, as opposed to the 
knowledge of the truth conditions that can be imputed to speakers or 
hearers. For Habermas, pragmatic theories of meaning have the 
advantage that they focus not on sentences but on utterances (he is 
thinking here primarily of the use-oriented theories of meaning 
suggested by the later work of Wittgenstein, on the one hand, and 
the work of Austin and Searle, on the other). Furthermore, prag- 
matic theories of meaning do not emphasize only the assertoric or 
descriptive modes of language use; they draw attention to the mul- 
tiplicity of meaningful ways of using language. Finally, such theories 
stress the connection between the meaning of utterances and social 
practices; they draw attention to the institutions and conventions 
of the forms of life in which communicative activity is always em- 
bedded. 

In Habermas’s view, however, existing pragmatic approaches to 
meaning have weaknesses complementary to those of formal seman- 
tics. The great strength of formal semantics has been its attempt to 
retain a connection between the meaning of linguistic expressions 
and some notion of context-transcendent validity. In the main prag- 
matic approaches, however, this connection either slips from view 
completely or is interpreted too narrowly in a cognitivist way. For 
example, use theories of meaning derived from the later work of 
Wittgenstein have in effect renounced a context-transcendent no- 
tion of validity by reducing it to the prevailing validity of local 
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language games and particular forms of life. On the other hand, 
pragmatic approaches that have attempted to avoid such a reduc- 
tion— Habermas mentions Searle’s speech-act theory—typically have 
succumbed to the cognitivist abstraction, interpreting validity too 
narrowly as propositional truth. Habermas sees his own pragmatic 
theory of meaning as an attempt to combine the productive insights 
of existing formal-semantic and pragmatic approaches to meaning 
while avoiding their respective weaknesses. He regards speech-act 
theory as a fruitful starting point, but insufficient as it stands, and 
attempts to build into it the formal-semantic emphasis on truth or 
assertibility conditions. In a sense, then, Habermas’s pragmatic the- 
ory of meaning can be regarded as the proposed happy marriage of 
Austin and Searle with Frege and Dummett. 

From the speech-act theory of Austin and Searle (whom he praises 
for rendering Austin’s theory more precise), Habermas takes over 
the emphasis on utterances rather than sentences as the central unit 
of analysis. He also associates himself with their move beyond the 
traditional narrow focus on assertoric and descriptive modes of lan- 
guage use to include—potentially on an equal footing—other ways 
of using language, such as acts of promising, requesting, warning, or 
confessing. In addition, he finds fruitful speech-act theory’s empha- 
sis on the illocutionary force of utterances, that is, on the fact that a 
speaker in saying something also does something. However, it may be 
helpful here to notice Habermas’s distinctive conception of illocu- 
tionary force, which goes beyond Austin’s in a number of significant 
respects. Austin used the notion of illocution to refer to the act of 
uttering sentences with propositional content. For him, the force of 
an utterance consists in the illocutionary act—in the attempt to 
reach an uptake; he contrasted the force of an utterance with its 
meaning, conceived as a property of the sentence uttered. Haber- 
mas’s objection to this is threefold: first, Austin’s distinction between 
force and meaning overlooks the fact that utterances have a mean- 
ing distinct from the meaning of the sentences they employ; second, 
it is connected with a problematic classification of speech acts into 
constatives and performatives, whereby initially, for Austin, only con- 
statives are connected with validity claims; third, it neglects the ra- 
tional foundation of illocutionary force. By contrast, Habermas 
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proposes an account of utterance meaning that brings together the 
categories of meaning and force; he extends the notion of illocution- 
ary force to all utterances that are used communicatively; and he 
emphasizes the rational foundation of illocutionary force. As we shall 
see, Habermas’s pragmatic theory gives an account of the meaning 
of utterances as inseparable from the act of uttering them, and 
defines utterances as acts of raising validity claims. His definition of 
illocutionary force follows from this: illocutionary force consists in a 
speech act’s capacity to motivate a hearer to act on the premise that 
the commitment signalled by the speaker is seriously meant. On this 
conception, illocutionary force is bound up with the speaker’s as- 
sumption of a warranty, if challenged, to provide reasons in support 
of the validity of the claims she raises. So understood, illocutionary 
force is a rational force, for in performing a speech act, the speaker 
undertakes to support what she says with reasons, if necessary. Thus, 
although Habermas acknowledges speech-act theory as the most 
fruitful point of departure for his program of formal pragmatics, he 
engages with it critically, making use of some of its central categories 
in distinctive ways. 

From the point of view of Habermas’s program of formal pragmat- 
ics, the main weakness of speech-act theory is its failure to connect 
all communicatively used utterances with validity claims that are in 
principle context-transcendent. He attempts to make good this 
deficiency by drawing on Michael Dummett’s account of under- 
standing meaning in terms of knowing assertibility conditions. In 
analogy with Dummett’s formulation of what it is to understand the 
meaning of an assertoric expression, Habermas proposes that we 
understand an utterance when we know what makes it acceptable. 
Truth-conditional semantics runs into difficulties when it explains 
the meaning of sentences in terms of their truth conditions without 
mediation through the knowledge the speaker or hearer may have of 
such conditions. Thus Habermas adopts Dummett’s “epistemic turn” 
and criticizes Donald Davidson for offering an objectivist reading of 
Frege’s and Wittgenstein’s thesis that to understand an utterance is 
to know what is the case if it is true. He rejects this objectivist reading 
as tacitly assuming that for every sentence, or at least for every 
assertoric sentence, procedures are available for effectively deciding 
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when the truth conditions are satisfied. Such an assumption, he 
argues, implicitly relies on an empiricist theory of knowledge that 
regards the simple predicative sentences of an observational lan- 
guage as fundamental. Habermas then follows Dummett, who 
suggests replacing the emphasis on truth conditions with a consid- 
eration of what it is for a speaker to know when the truth conditions 
would be satisfied. This is what he refers to as Dummett’s epistemic 
turn; he, however, wants to turn even further. As Habermas reads it, 
Dummett’s theory of meaning has two main shortcomings that pre- 
vent his developing fully the inherent potentials of the epistemic 
turn. The first is a prioritization of truth claims over other kinds of 
validity claims: Dummett’s notion of assertibility conditions accords 
priority to assertoric utterances. In order to make room on an equal 
footing for nonassertoric utterances such as promises, imperatives, 
or avowals, Habermas prefers to speak of acceptability conditions. The 
second is that Dummett’s notion of assertibility conditions is in- 
sufficiently pragmatic: it remains on the semantic level of analysis 
inasmuch as it relies on an ideal of validity that is conceptually 
independent of discursive practices of redeeming validity claims. 
This last objection takes us to the heart of Habermas’s pragmatic 
theory of meaning. 

Before considering it, however, it may be helpful to clarify the 
status of the theory. Broadly speaking, it seems possible to distin- 
guish between two accounts of its status. According to the first, a 
pragmatic theory of meaning is merely an extension of truth-condi- 
tional semantics in the sense that it broadens its focus. On this view, 
Habermas’s theory leaves the basic assumption of the formal-seman- 
tic account of the meaning of sentences intact, while expanding its 
range, first, to include nonassertoric linguistic expressions and, sec- 
ond, to embrace utterances as well as sentences. His earlier essay 
“What Is Universal Pragmatics?” suggests this account of the tasks of 
a pragmatic theory of meaning. However, in most of his later writ- 
ings, he seems to offer a more radical account. According to this, a 
pragmatic theory of meaning undercuts the formal-semantic ap- 
proach to meaning. This view is suggested, for example, in chapters 
2 and 3 in the present volume, where Dummett’s assertibility-condi- 
tional theory of meaning is criticized for failing to carry through 
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completely the move from the semantic to the pragmatic level of 
analysis. In a recent response to objections raised by Herbert 
Schnädelbach (see chapter 7), Habermas clarifies the status of his 
pragmatic theory of meaning in a way that suggests that both of 
these interpretations are correct. Starting from a distinction between 
the communicative and noncommunicative use of language, he ac- 
knowledges that epistemically used propositional sentences and 
teleologically used intentional sentences have a meaning content 
that is in some sense independent of the illocutionary acts in which 
they can be embedded. In order to understand propositional sen- 
tences that serve purely to represent states of affairs or facts, it is 
sufficient to know their truth conditions. In order to understand 
intentional sentences that serve to calculate action consequences 
monologically—without reference to a second person—it is suffi- 
cient to know their success conditions. Such sentences, which are 
used noncommunicatively, can be analyzed exhaustively with the 
tools of formal semantics. However, they are special cases of lan- 
guage use, due to a feat of abstraction that suspends their pragmatic 
dimension: the possible communicative situations in which a speaker 
would assert the proposition “p,” or declare the intention “p,” with 
the aim of finding agreement with an addressee are abstracted from. 
As a rule, however, propositional sentences and intentional sen- 
tences are embedded in illocutionary acts in the form of assertions 
and announcements. The meaning of assertions and announce- 
ments, which are part of the communicative use of language, can be 
explicated only pragmatically. From this we can see that Habermas 
does not reject the formal semantic approach to meaning, for he 
acknowledges its ability to account for the meaning of noncommu- 
nicatively used propositional and intentional sentences. At the same 
time, he does challenge the claims of formal-semantic theories to 
explain the meaning of utterances such as assertions and announce- 
ments, or more generally, of communicatively used linguistic expres- 
sions. Moreover, if formal-semantic theories of meaning can account 
only for the noncommunicative use of language, then their re- 
stricted scope suggests that this approach to meaning is itself limited. 

We have ascertained that a pragmatic theory is required to expli- 
cate the meaning of communicatively used linguistic expressions. It 
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remains unclear, however, in what sense such a theory is pragmatic. 
As indicated, in his earlier essay on universal pragmatics, Habermas 
had justified his preference for the category of acceptability condi- 
tions, as opposed to truth or assertibility conditions, on the grounds 
that it avoids the prioritization of the assertoric mode of language 
use implicit in the latter categories. In these later writings, however, 
his objection to truth or assertibility conditions seems to go beyond 
this. They are said to rest on faulty pictures of truth and justification 
that fail to recognize internal, conceptual links with pragmatic contexts 
of justification and thus remain trapped in abstractive fallacies of a 
cognitivist and semanticist kind. In Habermas’s view, validity and 
justification—and hence utterance meaning—are inescapably prag- 
matic notions. They cannot be explicated independently of discur- 
sive processes of redeeming different kinds of validity claims. While 
Dummett’s notion of assertibility conditions pushes in the direction 
of a pragmatic account of justification and validity, it does not quite 
arrive there; it remains a semantic theory to the extent that it fails 
to explicate these notions as conceptually linked to discursive proc- 
esses of redeeming disputed—assertoric and nonassertoric—validity 
claims. 

Habermas proposes that we understand the meaning of a speech 
act when we know what makes it acceptable. We know what makes a 
speech act acceptable when we know the kinds of reasons that a 
speaker can offer, if challenged, in order to reach understanding 
with a hearer concerning the validity of the disputed claim. In every- 
day processes of communication, the kinds of reasons that a hearer 
must know in order to understand a given utterance are circum- 
scribed contextually. Let us imagine a request to a passenger by an 
airline steward to stop smoking. In order to understand this request, 
the passenger has to be able to reconstruct the kinds of reasons that 
the airline steward could provide in order to justify his request, if 
necessary. These reasons might include the argument that smoking 
is unpleasant for other passengers or that it is against the regulations 
of the airline or against an international code of airline practice. 
These reasons are of certain kinds. If other kinds of responses were 
offered as reasons—for instance, that it is raining outside, or that 
Finnegans Wake is James Joyce’s best book, or that there are no snakes 
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in Ireland—the context in question would render them irrelevant 
and, indeed, unintelligible. Thus, although the set of reasons consti- 
tuting a given kind of reasons is always in principle open-ended, in 
everyday contexts of communication contextual considerations 
act as a constraint on the kinds of reasons that are relevant to 
justification. 

The hearer not only has to know the kinds of reasons the speaker 
could adduce in a given instance, he has to know how the speaker 
might use them in order to engage in argumentation with a hearer 
concerning the validity of a disputed claim. This focus on knowing 
how the speaker might use reasons to support a disputed validity 
claim clearly recalls Dummett’s epistemic turn. Like Dummett, 
Habermas also stresses that the validity of these reasons can never in 
principle be decided once and for all. Rather, their validity must be 
construed fallibilistically, that is, as always in principle subject to 
revision in light of new arguments based on new evidence and 
insights. This is one sense in which the question of validity is tied to 
pragmatic contexts of justification, and it constitutes a further rea- 
son for describing Habermas’s theory of meaning (and, indeed, 
Dummett’s) as pragmatic. However, there is a second, possibly more 
contentious sense, in which Habermas ties validity to pragmatic 
contexts of justification. In this second sense, validity is not only 
always subject in principle to discursive reevaluation, it is in itself 
pragmatic. The pragmatic dimension is not something attached to 
the idea of validity externally, as it were; rather, it is internal to the 
very concept of validity. A theory of meaning that sees itself as 
pragmatic in this stronger sense must therefore offer a pragmatic 
account of validity itself. To this extent, Habermas’s pragmatic theo- 
ries of truth (empirical and theoretical validity) and justice (moral 
validity)—and, indeed, his accounts of ethical and aesthetic valid- 
ity—are crucial ingredients of his pragmatic theory of meaning. 

Habermas’s theory of moral validity has been the subject of exten- 
sive commentary and criticism. From the point of view of the theory 
of meaning, our question is the following: how is the conception of 
moral validity it proposes internally connected with processes of 
discursively redeeming validity claims? A norm or principle is mor- 
ally valid (right or just), for Habermas, if it is the possible object of 
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a discursively achieved consensus to the effect that it is equally in the 
interest of all affected. Therefore, agreement reached in discourse— 
idealized rational acceptability—contributes constructively to the va- 
lidity of moral norms. It is clear from this that Habermas conceives 
moral validity as internally linked to the idea of discursively achieved 
consensus and hence to pragmatic contexts of justification. 
Habermas also proposes a pragmatic theory of truth. Discussion 
of this is complicated by the fact that he significantly amended the 
account he originally presented in the 1973 essay, “Wahrheitstheo- 
rien,” without subsequently presenting a fully revised version. How- 
ever, a recent essay on Richard Rorty’s neopragmatism (included 
here as chapter 8) can be seen as an attempt to rectify this deficiency. 
For our present purposes, what is most interesting about these re- 
cent remarks is their continued insistence on the pragmatic nature 
of truth. Habermas associates himself with Rorty’s aim of radicalizing 
the linguistic turn within modern philosophy by moving to a prag- 
matic level of analysis. He criticizes him, however, for drawing the 
wrong conclusions from his critique of the philosophy of language. 
Rorty reduces truth to practices of justification, thus losing sight of 
the potential power of validity claims to explode actual contexts of 
justification. Habermas, by contrast, wants to hold onto the moment 
of unconditionality that is part of the idea of truth, while retaining 
an internal relation between truth and justifiability. His aim, in other 
words, is to work out a theory of truth that is inherently pragmatic 
yet retains the idea of an unconditional claim that reaches beyond 
all the evidence available to us at any given time. What would such 
a theory look like? In the 1980s, Habermas defended a view not 
unlike Hilary Putnam’s conception of truth as idealized rational 
acceptability: a proposition was said to be true if it could be justified 
under conditions of an ideal speech situation. Truth, on this ac- 
count, is a regulative idea, the anticipation of an infinite rational 
consensus. In the recent essay, however, Habermas acknowledges 
convincing objections to this earlier conception. One set of objec- 
tions is directed against some conceptual difficulties with the very 
notion of an ideal speech situation, in particular, the paradox in- 
volved in aiming for “complete” or “conclusive knowledge.” The 
objection has been raised, for instance, that it would be paradoxical 
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for human beings to strive to realize an ideal, the attainment of 
which would be the end of human history. Another set of objections 
draws attention to the difficulties involved in conceptualizing the 
connection between truth and justified acceptability. On the one 
hand, if there is an unbridgeable gap between de facto and ideal 
acceptability, the idea of an idealized rational consensus seems so far 
removed from actual human practices of justification as to under- 
mine the regulative role ascribed to it. On the other hand, such a 
gap seems to be necessary in order to preserve the intuition that 
truth has a moment of context-transcendence. 

In the face of these and other difficulties, Habermas no longer 
conceives truth as idealized rational consensus. He now focuses on 
the idealizing suppositions guiding the process of rational argumen- 
tation rather than on the idealizing suppositions marking its outcome. 
The former idealizations pertain to the conduct of discourse rather 
than to the agreement to which participants in discourse aspire. 
They include the idealizing suppositions that participants are moti- 
vated only by the force of the better argument, that all competent 
parties are entitled to participate on equal terms in discussion, that 
no relevant argument is suppressed or excluded, and so on. It is 
from such idealizations, which guide the process of argumentation, 
that the idea of truth draws its power as a regulative idea. This power 
is expressed in the idea that a claim, if true, could withstand all 
attempts to refute it under ideal discursive conditions. The idea of 
truth has a “decentering” function that serves to remind us that what 
is currently regarded as rationally acceptable may conceivably be 
called into question in the future, as the limitations of our current 
understanding of argumentation become apparent. 

It is important here to beware of confusing Habermas’s explica- 
tion of the idea of truth with an explanation of what makes a 
proposition true. The thesis that a proposition, if true, can stand up 
to attempts to refute it under the demanding conditions of rational 
argumentation explicates the pragmatic meaning of truth. It is not, 
however, an explanation of what makes the proposition true. As to 
the latter, Habermas’s position is the standard one that a proposition 
is true if and only if its truth conditions are satisfied. Although we 
can establish whether the truth conditions of a given proposition are 
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satisfied only in argumentation, their satisfaction or nonsatisfaction 
is not itself an epistemic fact. Whereas, as we have seen, idealized 
rational acceptability constitutes the validity of moral norms, it merely 
indicates the truth of propositions. Nonetheless, it is clear from the 
foregoing that, on Habermas’s account, the concept of truth must be 
unpacked pragmatically; we have no access to truth except by way of 
a concept of validity explicated in terms of how we talk about truth, 
that is, in terms of an idealized practice of argumentation. 

A further concern of Habermas’s program of formal pragmatics 
is to argue that the communicative use of linguistic expressions is 
the basic mode of language use on which other modes, for example, 
strategic or fictional ones, are parasitic. Otherwise, in ignoring these 
other modes, the demonstration that everyday communicative ac- 
tion has an in-built connection with context-transcendent validity 
claims would be seriously limited. In arguing for the derivative status 
of the strategic use of language, Habermas initially drew on Austin’s 
distinction between illocutions and perlocutions (see chapter 2). In 
response to criticisms of his interpretation of this distinction, how- 
ever, Habermas subsequently modified and clarified his under- 
standing of Austin’s categories (see chapters 3, 4, and 7) while 
continuing to insist that the strategic use of language is parasitic on 
the use of language with an orientation toward reaching under- 
standing. His argument for the parasitic status of the symbolic, the 
figurative, and the fictional modes of language use is that the every- 
day communicative use of language fulfills indispensable problem- 
solving functions that require idealizing suppositions not demanded 
by the world-creating and world-disclosing use of language charac- 
teristic for the aesthetic realm. The idealizing suppositions of, for 
example, consistency of meaning or a shared orientation toward 
mutual understanding are suspended in the fictional use of lan- 
guage, and with these, the illocutionary binding and bonding power 
of everyday speech acts (see chapters 9 and 10). 

Finally, Habermas’s pragmatic theory of meaning attempts to do 
justice to the relations between utterances and the situations and 
contexts in which they are embedded. For to understand an utter- 
ance is always to understand it as an utterance in a given situation, 
which in turn may be part of multiple, extended contexts. Here, 
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Habermas draws attention to various kinds of background knowl- 
edge: for instance, knowledge of the speaker’s personal history or 
familiarity with the (culturally specific) contexts in which a given 
topic is normally discussed. These kinds of knowledge, although 
usually only implicit in acts of understanding, are relatively close to 
the foreground and can be rendered explicit without difficulty. Thus 
they can be contrasted with the deep-seated, prereflective, taken-for- 
granted background knowledge of the lifeworld that, as a horizon of 
shared, unproblematic convictions, cannot be summoned to con- 
sciousness at will or in its entirety. This background knowledge of 
the lifeworld forms the indispensable context for the communicative 
use of language; indeed without it, meaning of any kind would be 
impossible. It also functions to absorb the risk of social disintegra- 
tion that arises when a social order is reproduced primarily through 
mechanisms of communicative action. It is thus a necessary comple- 
ment to Habermas’s theories of meaning and communicative action 
(see, in particular, chapters 2, 4, and 8). 

The essays collected in this anthology were selected with the aim 
of providing general access to Habermas’s treatment of formal prag- 
matics, from his earliest programmatic essay (chapter 1) to his most 
recent attempts to resolve some perceived problems with his ac- 
counts of meaning and truth (chapters 7 and 8). Whereas, in the 
process of translating, revising existing translations, and retranslat- 
ing, every effort has been made to ensure terminological consis- 
tency, no attempt has been made to impose consistency on the 
arguments as they are presented in the various essays. We have seen, 
for instance, that Habermas’s earliest proposal for a pragmatic the- 
ory of meaning differs in some respects from his subsequent propos- 
als, and that he himself has modified his distinction between 
illocutions and perlocutions as initially drawn. In later writings (see 
chapter 7) he introduces a distinction within the category of Ver- 
ständigung between a weak and strong orientation toward consensus, 
and (see chapter 8) he takes on board objections to the conception 
of truth hinted at in chapter 3 of the present volume. With the 
exception of the last two pieces, which are not directly concerned 
with the question of meaning, the anthology presents the essays in 
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rough chronology in order to show developments and revisions; the 
reader is encouraged to look out for them. 

In chapter 1 we are introduced to formal pragmatics as a research 
program aimed at reconstructing the universal validity basis of 
speech. The procedure of rational reconstruction is elucidated 
through reference both to empirical-analytic approaches and to 
Kantian transcendental analysis. This is followed by a sketch of a 
theory of speech acts, which diverges from Austin’s and Searle’s 
theories in several important respects, and in which speech acts are 
characterized in terms of claims to validity. 

Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 6, though situating formal pragmatics in 
relation to Habermas’s theory of communicative action, focus on the 
theory of meaning. The coordinating power of speech acts is ex- 
plained through an account of understanding utterance meaning in 
terms of knowing acceptability conditions. This pragmatic theory of 
meaning is presented as an attempt to overcome the limitations of 
semantic theories through drawing on Karl Buhler’s schema of lan- 
guage functions and on speech-act theory. In addition, a typology of 
speech acts based on their connection with one of three universal 
validity claims is set up in chapter 2, forming the background for 
Habermas’s discussion in subsequent chapters. The concept of life- 
world as a kind of deep-seated, implicit, background knowledge is 
also introduced in chapter 2 and developed, in particular, in chapter 
4. Habermas stresses the importance of this concept, on the one 
hand, as a presupposition for understanding utterance meaning 
and, on the other, as a risk-absorbing counterpoise to the potentially 
disintegrative effects of action oriented toward reaching under- 
standing. Further, Austin’s distinction between illocutions and per- 
locutions is a thread running through these chapters, and is used by 
Habermas to support his thesis that the strategic mode of language 
use is parasitic on the communicative use. This involves him in 
discussion about the status of simple imperatives (for example, 
threats), which as a type of utterance not apparently connected with 
validity claims, seem to undermine his claim that strategic utterances 
have a derivative status. 

Chapter 5 is a critical discussion of Searle’s theory of meaning as 
developed from the late 1970s onwards. Habermas exposes some 
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problems attached to Searle’s view, which he reads as a modified 
intentionalist one, arguing that his own pragmatic theory is better 
able to account for the meaning of, in particular, imperatives and 
promises. 

Chapter 7 responds to Herbert Schnädelbach’s criticisms of 
Habermas’s concept of communicative rationality. Accepting 
Schnädelbach’s criticism that he has hitherto accorded it a privi- 
leged position, Habermas now identifies three core structures of 
rationality; this leads him to make some new distinctions between 
different modalities of language use. One noteworthy modification 
here is his introduction of a distinction between action oriented 
toward reaching understanding in a weaker sense and action ori- 
ented toward agreement in the strict sense and, correspondingly, 
between weak and strong communicative action. Some implications 
of these distinctions for the theory of meaning are also discussed. 

Chapter 8 examines Richard Rorty’s neopragmatism, interpreted 
by Habermas as an attempt to carry the linguistic turn through to 
its conclusion, and criticizes it for its assimilation of truth claims to 
justified assertibility. 

Chapter 9 focuses on the relation between the fictional or poetic 
use of language and language as it is used in everyday communica- 
tive action; it criticizes Derrideans for faulty accounts of everyday 
and poetic language, for a consequent problematic leveling of the 
distinction between literature and communicative action, and for a 
failure to appreciate the distinctive mediating roles of philosophy 
and literary criticism. 

In chapter 10, Habermas responds to several criticisms of his 
theory of communicative action. Against Rorty, he defends his view 
of philosophy as guardian of reason, while acknowledging that this 
role must be defined in a new way. He then clarifies his position with 
respect to modern art and the validity claims connected with it, 
reaffirms his position that interpretive understanding inescapably 
involves evaluation, clarifies his idea of the unity of reason as an 
interplay of validity dimensions, and concludes with a discussion of 
the objection that his theory concentrates on justice at the expense 
of happiness. 
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Note 


l. Verständigung (n.): “reaching understanding,” “mutual understanding,” or “com- 
munication.” The corresponding verb is sich verständigen. As Habermas acknowl- 
edges, this term is ambiguous even in German. Although it embraces linguistic 
comprehension (Versiehen), it goes beyond this to refer to the process of reaching 
understanding, in the sense of reaching an agreement with another person or per- 
sons. However, despite having previously used the two terms interchangeably, Haber- 
mas now distinguishes between Verständigung and Einverständnis, agreement or 
consensus in the strict sense (see chapter 7). Finally, Verständigung can also be used 
as a synonym for “communication”; thus, for example, communicative rationality is 
occasionally rendered by Habermas as Verständigungsrationalität. 


1 
What Is Universal Pragmatics? (1976) 


The task of universal pragmatics is to identify and reconstruct uni- 
versal conditions of possible mutual understanding (Verständigung) .! 
In other contexts, one also speaks of “general presuppositions of 
communication,” but I prefer to speak of general presuppositions of 
communicative action because I take the type of action aimed at 
reaching understanding to be fundamental. Thus I start from the 
assumption (without undertaking to demonstrate it here) that other 
forms of social action—for example, conflict, competition, strategic 
action in general—are derivatives of action oriented toward reaching 
understanding (Verständigung). Furthermore, since language is the 
specific medium of reaching understanding at the sociocultural 
stage of evolution, I want to go a step further and single out explicit 
speech actions from other forms of communicative action. I shall 
ignore nonverbal actions and bodily expressions.” 


The Validity Basis of Speech 


Karl-Otto Apel proposes the following formulation in regard to the 
general presuppositions of consensual speech acts: to identify such 
presuppositions we must, he thinks, leave the perspective of the 
observer of behavioral facts and call to mind “what we must neces- 
sarily always already presuppose in regard to ourselves and others as 
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normative conditions of the possibility of reaching understanding; 
and in this sense, what we must necessarily always already have 
accepted.”” Apel here uses the aprioristic perfect (immer schon: always 
already) and adds the mode of necessity in order to express the 
transcendental constraint to which we, as speakers, are subject as 
soon as we perform or understand or respond to a speech act. In or 
after the performance of this act, we can become aware that we have 
involuntarily made certain asssumptions, which Apel calls “norma- 
tive conditions of the possibility of reaching understanding.” The 
adjective “normative” may give rise to misunderstanding. One can 
say, however, that the general and unavoidable—in this sense tran- 
scendental—conditions of possible mutual understanding have a 
normative content when one thinks not only of the validity dimen- 
sion of norms of action or evaluation, or even of the validity dimen- 
sion of rules in general, but also of the validity basis of speech across 
its entire spectrum. As a preliminary, I want to indicate briefly what 
I mean by the “validity basis of speech.” 

I shall develop the thesis that anyone acting communicatively 
must, in performing any speech act, raise universal validity claims 
and suppose that they can be vindicated (einlösen). Insofar as she 
wants to participate in a process of reaching understanding, she 
cannot avoid raising the following—and indeed precisely the follow- 
ing—validity claims. She claims to be 


a. uttering something zntelligibly, 
b. giving (the hearer) something to understand, 
c. making herself thereby understandable, and 


d. coming to an understanding with another person. 


The speaker must choose an intelligible (verständlich) expression 
so that speaker and hearer can comprehend one another The speaker 
must have the intention of communicating a true (wahr) proposition 
(or a propositional content, the existential presuppositions of which 
are satisfied) so that the hearer can share the knowledge of the speaker. 
The speaker must want to express her intentions truthfully (wahr- 
haftig) so that the hearer can find the utterance of the speaker 
credible (can trust her). Finally, the speaker must choose an utter- 
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ance that is right (richtig) with respect to prevailing norms and values 
so that the hearer can accept the utterance, and both speaker and 
hearer can, in the utterance, thereby agree with one another with 
respect to a recognized normative background. Moreover, commu- 
nicative action can continue undisturbed only as long as all partici- 
pants suppose that the validity claims they reciprocally raise are 
raised justifiably. 

The aim of reaching understanding (Verständigung) is to bring 
about an agreement (Einverständnis) that terminates in the intersub- 
jective mutuality of reciprocal comprehension, shared knowledge, 
mutual trust, and accord with one another. Agreement is based on 
recognition of the four corresponding validity claims: comprehensi- 
bility, truth, truthfulness, and rightness. We can see that the word 
“Verständigung” is ambiguous. In its narrowest meaning it indicates 
that two subjects understand a linguistic expression in the same way; 
in its broadest meaning it indicates that an accord exists between two 
subjects concerning the rightness of an utterance in relation to a 
mutually recognized normative background. In addition, the partici- 
pants in communication can reach understanding about something 
in the world, and they can make their intentions understandable to 
one another. 

If full agreement, embracing all four of these components, were 
a normal state of linguistic communication, it would not be neces- 
sary to analyze the process of reaching understanding from the 
dynamic perspective of bringing about an agreement. The typical 
states are in the gray areas between, on the one hand, lack of 
understanding and misunderstanding, intentional and involuntary 
untruthfulness, concealed and open discord, and, on the other 
hand, preexisting or achieved consensus. Reaching understanding is 
the process of bringing about an agreement on the presupposed 
basis of validity claims that are mutually recognized. In everyday life, 
we start from a background consensus pertaining to those interpre- 
tations taken for granted among participants. As soon as this con- 
sensus is shaken, and as soon as the presupposition that the validity 
claims are satisfied (or could be vindicated) is suspended in the case 
of at least one of the four claims, communicative action cannot be 
continued. 
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The task of mutual interpretation, then, is to achieve a new defini- 
tion of the situation that all participants can share. If this attempt 
fails, one is basically confronted with the alternatives of switching to 
strategic action, breaking off communication altogether, or recom- 
mencing action oriented toward reaching understanding at a differ- 
ent level, the level of argumentative speech (for purposes of 
discursively examining the problematic validity claims, which are 
now regarded as hypothetical). In what follows, I shall take into 
consideration only consensual speech acts, leaving aside both dis- 
course and strategic action. 

In communicative action, participants presuppose that they know 
what mutual recognition of reciprocally raised validity claims means. 
If in addition they can rely on a shared definition of the situation 
and thereupon act consensually, the background consensus includes 
the following: 


a. Speaker and hearer know implicitly that each of them has to raise 
the aforementioned validity claims if there is to be communication 
at all (in the sense of action oriented toward reaching under- 
standing). 


b. Both reciprocally suppose that they actually do satisfy these pre- 
suppositions of communication, that is, that they justifiably raise 
their validity claims. 


c. This means that there is a common conviction that any validity 
claims raised either are already vindicated, as in the case of the 
comprehensibility of the sentences uttered, or, as in the case of 
truth, truthfulness, and rightness, could be vindicated because the 
sentences, propositions, expressed intentions, and utterances satisfy 
the corresponding adequacy conditions. 


Thus I distinguish (i) the conditions for the validity of a grammati- 
cal sentence, true proposition, truthful intentional expression, or 
normatively correct utterance appropriate to its context from (ii) 
the claims with which speakers demand intersubjective recognition 
for the well-formedness of a sentence, truth of a proposition, truth- 
fulness of an intentional expression, and rightness of a speech act, 
as well as from (iii) the vindication of justifiably raised validity claims. 
Vindication means that the proponent, whether through appeal to 
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intuitions and experiences or through arguments and action conse- 
quences, justifies the claim’s worthiness to be recognized and brings 
about a suprasubjective recognition of its validity. In accepting a valid- 
ity claim raised by the speaker, the hearer recognizes the validity of 
the symbolic structures; that is, he recognizes that a sentence is 
grammatical, a statement true, an intentional expression truthful, or 
an utterance correct. The validity of these symbolic structures is 
justified by virtue of the fact that they satisfy certain adequacy condi- 
tions; but the meaning of the validity consists in their worthiness to 
be recognized that is, in the guarantee that intersubjective recogni- 
tion can be brought about under suitable conditions.* 

I have proposed the name “universal pragmatics” for the research 
program aimed at reconstructing the universal validity basis of 
speech. I would now like to delimit the theme of this research 
program in a preliminary way. Thus before passing on (in part II) 
to the theory of speech acts, I shall prefix a few guiding remarks 
dealing with (i) an initial delimitation of the object domain of the 
proposed program of universal pragmatics; (ii) an elucidation of the 
procedure of rational reconstruction, as opposed to an empirical- 
analytic procedure in the narrower sense; (iii) a few methodological 
difficulties resulting from the fact that linguistics claims the status of 
a reconstructive science; and finally (iv) the question of whether the 
proposed universal pragmatics assumes the status of a transcenden- 
tal theory of reflection or that of an empirically substantive recon- 
structive science. I shall restrict myself to guiding remarks because, 
while these questions are fundamental and deserve to be examined 
independently, they form only the context of the topic I shall treat 
and must thus remain in the background. 


Preliminary Delimitation of the Object Domain 


In several of his works, Apel has pointed to the abstractive fallacy 
that underlies the approach to the logic of science favored by con- 
temporary analytic philosophy.’ The logical analysis of language that 
originated with Carnap focuses primarily on syntactic and semantic 
properties of linguistic formations. Like structuralist linguistics, it 
delimits its object domain by first abstracting from the pragmatic 
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properties of language, and subsequently introducing the pragmatic 
dimension in such a way that the constitutive connection between 
the generative accomplishments of subjects capable of speaking and 
acting, on the one hand, and the general structures of speech, on 
the other, cannot come into view. It is certainly legitimate to draw 
an abstractive distinction between language as structure and speak- 
ing as process. A language will then be understood as a system of 
rules for generating expressions, such that all well-formed expres- 
sions (e.g., sentences) may count as elements of this language. On 
the other hand, subjects capable of speaking can employ such ex- 
pressions as participants in a process of communication; for in- 
stance, they can utter sentences as well as understand them and 
respond to them. This abstraction of language from the use of lan- 
guage in speech (langue versus parole), which. is made in both the 
logical and the structuralist analysis of language, is meaningful. 
Nonetheless, this methodological step is not sufficient reason for the 
view that the pragmatic dimension of language from which one 
abstracts is beyond formal (or linguistic) analysis. An abstractive 
fallacy arises in that the successful, or at least promising, reconstruc- 
tion of linguistic rule systems is seen as justification for restricting 
formal analysis to this object domain. The separation of the two 
analytic levels, language and speech, should not be made in such a way 
that the pragmatic dimension of language is left to exclusively em- 
pirical analysis—that is, to empirical sciences such as psycholinguis- 
tics and sociolinguistics. 

I would like to defend the thesis that not only language but speech 
too—that is, the employment of sentences in utterances—is accessi- 
ble to formal analysis. Like the elementary units of language (sen- 
tences), the elementary units of speech (utterances) can be analyzed 
from the methodological stance of a reconstructive science. 

Approaches to a general theory of communication have been 
developed from the semiotics of Charles Morris. In their framework 
of fundamental concepts they integrate the model of linguistic be- 
haviorism (the symbolically mediated behavioral reaction of the 
stimulated individual organism) with the model of information 
transmission (encoding and decoding signals between sender and 
receiver for a given channel and an at least partially common store 
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of signs). If the speaking process is conceptualized in this way, the 
fundamental question of universal pragmatics concerning the gen- 
eral conditions of possible mutual understanding (Verständigung) 
cannot be posed in an appropriate way. For example, the intersub- 
jectivity of meanings that are identical for at least two speakers does 
not even become a problem (i) if the identity of meanings is reduced 
to extensionally equivalent classes of behavioral properties, as is 
done in linguistic behaviorism,’ or (ii) if it is preestablished at the 
analytic level that there exists a common code and store of signs 
between sender and receiver, as is done in information theory. 

In addition to empiricist approaches that issue, in one way or 
another, from the semiotics of Morris, there are interesting ap- 
proaches to the logical analysis of general structures of speech and 
action. The following analyses can be understood as contributions 
along the way to a universal pragmatics. Bar-Hillel pointed out quite 
early the necessity for a pragmatic extension of logical semantics. !° 
Also of note are the proposals for a deontic logic (Hare, H. von Wright, 
N. Rescher)!! and corresponding attempts at a formalization of 
speech acts such as assertions and questions (Apostel);!* approaches 
to a logic of nondeductive argumentation (Toulmin, Botha) belong 
here as well.! From the side of linguistics, the investigation of pre- 
suppositions (Kiefer, Petöfi) ,14 conversational postulates (Grice, Lak- 
off) ,'? speech acts (Ross, McCawley, Wunderlich) ,!® and dialogues 
and texts (Fillmore, Posner)!” lead to a consideration of the prag- 
matic dimension of language from a reconstructionist point of view. 
The difficulties in semantic theory (Lyons, Katz) point in the same 
direction.!® From the side of formal semantics, in particular the dis- 
cussion—going back to Frege and Russell—of the structure of 
propositions, of referential terms and predicates (Strawson) !® is sig- 
nificant for a universal pragmatics. The same holds for analytic action 
theory (Danto, Hampshire, Schwayder)”° and for the discussion that 
has arisen in connection with the logic of the explanation of inten- 
tional action (Winch, Taylor, von Wright).7! The use theory of mean- 
ing introduced by Wittgenstein has universal-pragmatic aspects 
(Alston),”? as does the attempt by Grice to trace the meaning of 
sentences back to the intentions of the speakers (Bennett, Schif- 
fer). As the most promising point of departure for a universal 
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pragmatics, I shall draw primarily on the theory of speech acts 
initiated by Austin (Searle, Wunderlich)? 

These approaches developed from logic, linguistics, and the ana- 
lytic philosophy of language have the common goal of clarifying 
processes of language use from the viewpoint of formal analysis. 
However, if one evaluates them with regard to the contribution they 
make to a universal pragmatics, their weaknesses also become appar- 
ent. In many cases I see a danger that the analysis of conditions of 
possible mutual understanding is foreshortened, either 


a. because these approaches do not generalize radically enough and 
do not push through the level of fortuitous contexts to general and 
unavoidable presuppositions—as is the case, for instance, with most 
of the linguistic investigations of semantic and pragmatic presuppo- 
sitions; or 

b. because they restrict themselves to the instruments developed in 
logic and grammar, even when these are inadequate for capturing 
pragmatic relations—as, for example, in syntactic explanations of 
the performative character of speech acts;”° or 


c. because they mislead one into a formalization of basic concepts 
that have not been satisfactorily analyzed—as can, in my view, be 
shown in the case of the logics of norms which trace norms of action 
back to commands; or finally 


d. because they start from the model of the isolated, purposive- 
rational actor and thereby fail—as do, for instance, Grice and 
Lewis?°—to reconstruct in an appropriate way the specific moment 
of mutuality in the understanding of identical meanings or in the 


recognition of intersubjective validity claims. 
It is my impression that the theory of speech acts is largely free of 
these and similar weaknesses. 


Some Remarks on the Procedure of Rational Reconstruction 


I have been employing the expression “formal analysis” in opposi- 
tion to empirical-analytic procedures (in the narrower sense) with- 
out providing a detailed explanation. This is, at least, misleading. I 
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am not using formal analysis in a sense that refers, say, to the stan- 
dard predicate logic or to any specific logic. The tolerant sense in 
which I understand formal analysis can best be characterized 
through the methodological attitude we adopt in the rational recon- 
struction of concepts, criteria, rules, and schemata. Thus we speak 
of the explication of meanings and concepts, of the analysis of 
presuppositions and rule systems, and so forth. Of course, recon- 
structive procedures are also important for empirical-analytic re- 
search, for example, for explicating frameworks of basic concepts, 
for formalizing assumptions initially formulated in ordinary lan- 
guage, for clarifying deductive relations among particular hypothe- 
ses, for interpreting results of measurement, and so on. Nonetheless, 
reconstructive procedures are not characteristic of sciences that de- 
velop nomological hypotheses about domains of observable objects 
and events; rather, these procedures are characteristic of those sci- 
ences that systematically reconstruct the intuilive knowledge of compeient 
subjects. 

In clarifying the distinction between empirical-analytic and recon- 
structive sciences, I would like to begin with the distinction between 
sensory experience or observation and communicative experience or 
understanding (Verstehen). Observation is directed toward perceptible 
things and events (or states); understanding is directed toward the 
meaning of utterances.” In experiencing, the observer is in princi- 
ple alone, even if the categorial net in which experiences are organ- 
ized as experiences laying claim to objectivity is always already shared 
by several (or even all) individuals. In contrast, the interpreter who 
understands meaning undergoes her experiences fundamentally as 
a participant in communication, on the basis of an intersubjective 
relation established through symbols with other individuals, even if 
she is in fact alone with a book, a document, or a work of art. I shall 
not here analyze the complex relationship between observation and 
understanding any further; I would like to direct attention to just 
one aspect of this: the difference in level between perceptible reality 
and the understandable meaning of a symbolic formation. Sensory 
experience is related to segments of reality without mediation, com- 
municative experience only mediately, as illustrated in the diagram 
below: 
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Levell Observable events <— Observation (Observer) 


A 
i | Understanding 
Level 2 ie nee Observation sentence 
A (Interpreter) 
! | 
Level 3 Bere Interpretation 


This diagram represents three different relationships: 


a. Epistemic relations between experiential acts and their objects. In 
this sense, the act of understanding relates to the symbolic expres- 
sion (here of the observation sentence), in a way similar to how the 
act of observation relates to the objects and events observed. 


b. Relations of representing an aspect of reality in a propositional 
sentence. In this sense, the interpretation represents the semantic 
content (here of the observation sentence), in a way similar to how 
the observation sentence represents certain objects and events. 


c. Relations of expressing intentional acts. In this sense, the under- 
standing (here of the observation sentence) is expressed in the 
propositional content of the interpretation, just as the observation 
is expressed in the propositional content of the observation 
sentence. 


Apart from the fact that all three types of relation simply point to 
fundamental problems, there is an additional difficulty in specifying 
the precise differences between the epistemic relations of the ob- 
server and the interpreter to their respective objects and between 
the representational relations of the observation sentence to reality, 
on the one hand, and that of the interpretation sentence to (sym- 
bolically prestructured) reality, on the other. This specification 
would require a comparison between observation and interpreta- 
tion, between description and explication. For the time being, the 
diagram is intended merely to illustrate the two levels of reality to 
which sensory and communicative experience respectively relate. 
The difference in level between perceptible and symbolically pre- 
structured reality is reflected in the gap between direct access 
through observation ofreality and communicatively mediated access 
through understanding an utterance concerning reality. 
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The two pairs of concepts—“perceptible reality” versus “symboli- 
cally prestructured reality” and “observation” versus “under- 
standing”—can be correlated with another pair: “description” versus 
“explication.” With the aid of a sentence that represents an observa- 
tion, I can describe the observed aspect of reality. With the aid of a 
sentence that represents an interpretation of the meaning of a sym- 
bolic formation, I can explicate the meaning of such an utterance. 
Naturally, only when the meaning of the symbolic formation is un- 
clear does the explication need to be set off as an independent 
analytic step. In regard to sentences that we use to describe objects 
and events, there can be a lack of clarity at various levels. Depending 
on the level, we demand explications of different kinds. If the phe- 
nomenon described is in need of explanation, we demand an expli- 
cation that makes clear how reality operates and how the 
phenomenon in question comes about. If, by contrast, the descrip- 
tion itself is incomprehensible, we demand an explication that 
makes clear what the observer meant by his utterance and how the 
symbolic expression in need of elucidation comes about. In the first 
case, a Satisfactory explication will have the form of an explanation 
we undertake with the aid of a causal hypothesis. In the second case, 
we speak of explication of meaning. (Of course, explications of 
meaning need not be limited to descriptive sentences, any meaning- 
fully structured formation can be subjected to the operation of 
meaning explication.) 

Descriptions and explications have different ranges; they can be- 
gin on the surface and push through to underlying structures. We 
are familiar with this fact from the explanation of natural phenom- 
ena—the more general the theories are with which we explain natu- 
ral phenomena, the more penetrating the corresponding theoretical 
descriptions. The same is true of explications of meaning. Of course, 
in the case of meaning explications, the range of explication does 
not depend on the level of generality of theoretical knowledge about 
the structures of an external reality accessible to observation but 
on knowledge of the deep structures of a reality accessible to 
understanding—a reality of symbolic formations produced ac- 
cording to rules. The explication of natural phenomena pushes 
in a different direction from the explication of the meaning of 
expressions. 
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Furthermore, I want to distinguish two levels of explication of 
meaning. If the meaning of a written sentence, action, gesture, work 
of art, tool, theory, commodity, transmitted document, and so on is 
unclear, the explication of meaning is directed first to the semantic 
content of the symbolic formation. In trying to understand its con- 
tent, we take up the same position as the “author” adopted when he 
wrote the sentence, performed the gesture, used the tool, applied 
the theory, and so forth. Often, too, we must go beyond what was 
meant and intended by the author and take into consideration a 
context of which he was not conscious.?® Typically, however, the un- 
derstanding of content pursues connections that link the surface struc- 
tures of the incomprehensible formation with the surface structures 
of other, familiar formations. Thus, linguistic expressions can be 
explicated through paraphrase in the same language or through 
translation into expressions of another language; in both cases, com- 
petent speakers draw on intuitively known meaning relations that 
obtain within the lexicon of one language or between the lexica of 
two languages. 

If she cannot attain her end in this way, the interpreter may find 
it necessary to alter her attitude. She then exchanges the attitude of 
understanding content (directed toward surface structures)—in 
which she, as it were, looks through symbolic formations to the world 
about which something is uttered—for an attitude in which she 
focuses on the generative structures of the expressions themselves. 
The interpreter then attempts to explicate the meaning of a sym- 
bolic formation with the help of the rules according to which the 
author must have produced it. In normal paraphrase and transla- 
tion, the interpreter draws on semantic meaning relations (for in- 
stance between the different words of a language) in an ad hoc 
manner, so to speak, in that she simply applies a knowledge shared 
with competent speakers of that language. In this sense, the role of 
interpreter can (under suitable conditions) be attributed to the 
author himself. The attitude changes, however, as soon as the inter- 
preter tries not only to apply this intuitive knowledge of speakers but 
to reconstruct it. She then turns away from the surface structure of 
the symbolic formation; she no longer looks through it intentione 
recta to the world. She attempts instead to peer into the symbolic 
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formation—penetrating through its surface, as it were—in order to 
discover the rules according to which this symbolic formation was 
produced (in our example, the rules according to which the lexicon 
of a language is constructed). The object of understanding is no 
longer the content of a symbolic expression or what specific authors 
meant by it in specific situations but rather the intuitive rule conscious- 
ness that a competent speaker has of his own language. 

Following a suggestion made by Ryle,” we can distinguish between 
knou-how, the ability of a competent subject who understands how to 
produce or accomplish something, and know-that, the explicit knowl- 
edge of how it is that he is able to do so. In our case, what the author 
means by an utterance and what an interpreter understands of its 
content are a first-level know-that. To the extent that his utterance 
is correctly formed and thus comprehensible, the author produced 
it in accordance with certain rules or on the basis of certain struc- 
tures. He knows how to use the system of rules of his language and 
understands their context-specific application; he has a pretheoreti- 
cal knowledge of this rule system, which is at least sufficient to 
enable him to produce the utterance in question. This implicit rule 
consciousness is a know-how. The interpreter, in turn, who not only 
shares but wants to understand this implicit knowledge of the com- 
petent speaker, must transform this know-how into explicit knowl- 
edge, that is, into a second-level know-that. This is the task of 
reconstructive understanding, that is, of meaning explication in the 
sense of rational reconstruction of generative structures underlying 
the production of symbolic formations. Since the rule consciousness 
to be reconstructed is a categorial knowledge, the reconstruction 
depends first of all on the operation of conceptual explication. 

Carnap put forward four requirements that the explication of a 
concept must fulfill in order to be adequate: 


i. The explicans should be similar to the explicandum, that is, from 
now on the explicans should be able to be used in place of the 
explicandum in all relevant cases. 


ii. Rules should be provided that fix the use of the explicans (in 
connection with other scientific concepts) in an exact manner. 


iii. The explicans should prove to be fruitful with respect to the 
formulation of general statements. 
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iv. (Presupposing ‘hat requirements i-iii can be met) the explicans 
should be as simple as possible.*° 


Wunderlich sums up his reflections on the status of concept expli- 
cation as follows: 


Explication always proceeds (in conformity with Carnap’s requirements 
i-iv) with regard to theories; either such central concepts (as “meaning”) are 
explicated that entire theories correspond to them as explicans, or different 
concepts are explicated interconnectedly. 

We explicate always with regard to clear cases, so as to be able (in -onnection 
with these) to replace our intuitions with exact arguments. However, the 
theory can then also provide answers to borderline cases; or we explicate 
separately what a clear borderline case is. 

The language of explication is at the same level as the explicandum lan- 
guage (e.g., ordinary language or a standardized version derived from it). 
Accordingly, it is not a question here of a descriptive language or a metalan- 
guage relative to the language of the explicandum (the explicans does not 
describe the explicandum).?! 


In these reflections on the explication of concepts, one point 
strikes me as insufficiently worked out—the evaluative accomplishments 
of rule consciousness. Reconstructive proposals are directed toward 
domains of pretheoretical knowledge, that is, not to just any implicit 
opinion, but to a proven intuitive preknowledge. The rule conscious- 
ness of competent speakers functions as a court of evaluation, for 
instance with regard to the grammaticality of sentences. Whereas the 
understanding of content is directed toward any utterance whatever, 
reconstructive understanding refers only to symbolic objects charac- 
terized as “well formed” by competent subjects themselves. Thus, for 
example, syntactic theory, propositional logic, the theory of science, 
and ethics start with syntactically well formed sentences, correctly 
fashioned propositions, well-corroborated theories, and morally un- 
objectionable resolutions of norm conflicts, in order to reconstruct 
the rules according to which these formations can be produced. To 
the extent that, as in the following examples, universal validity claims 
(the grammaticality of sentences, the consistency of propositions, 
the truth of hypotheses, the rightness of norms of action) underlie 
intuitive evaluations, reconstructions relate to pretheoretical knowl- 
edge of a general sort, to universal capabilities, and not merely to 
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particular competencies of individual groups (e.g., the ability to 
utter sentences in a Low-German dialect or to solve problems in 
quantum physics) or, indeed, to the ability of particular individuals 
(e.g., to write an exemplary Entwicklungsroman even in the middle of 
the twentieth century). When the pretheoretical knowledge to be 
reconstructed expresses a universal capability, a general cognitive, 
linguistic, or interactive competence (or subcompetence), then what 
begins as an explication of meaning aims at the reconstruction of 
species competencies. In scope and status, these reconstructions can 
be compared with general theories.’? 

It is the great merit of Chomsky to have developed this idea in the 
case of grammatical theory (for the first time in Syntactic Structures, 
1957). Roughly speaking, it is the task of grammatical theory to 
reconstruct the intuitive rule consciousness common to all compe- 
tent speakers in such a way that the proposals for reconstruction 
represent the system of rules that permits potential speakers, in at 
least one language L, to acquire the competence to produce and to 
understand any sentences that count as grammatical in L, as well as 
to distinguish these sentences well-formed in L from ungrammatical 
sentences.” 


Reconstructive versus Empiricist Linguistics 


I hope I have sufficiently characterized the reconstructive procedure 
of sciences that transform a practically mastered pretheoretical 
knowledge (know-how) of competent subjects into an objective and 
explicit knowledge (know-that), so that it is clear in what sense I am 
using the expression “formal analysis.” Before mentioning some 
methodological difficulties with reconstructive linguistics, I would 
like to contrast, in broad strokes, two versions of linguistics, one 
empirical-analytic and one reconstructive. (Wunderlich speaks of an 
empirical-descriptive and an empirical-explicative linguistics.**) I will 
compare both approaches under four headings. 


Data 
To the extent that the experiential basis is supposed to be secured 
through observation alone, the data of linguistics consist of meas- 
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ured variables of linguistic behavior. By contrast, insofar as recon- 
structive understanding is permitted, the data are provided by the 
rule consciousness of competent speakers, maieutically ascertained 
(i.e., through suitable questioning with the aid of systematically or- 
dered examples). Thus the data are distinguished, if you will, accord- 
ing to their ontological level: actual linguistic behavior is part of 
perceptible reality, and rule consciousness points to the production 
of symbolic formations in which something is uttered about reality.” 
Furthermore, observations always mean a knowledge of something 
particular, whereas rule consciousness contains categorical knowl- 
edge. Finally, observational data are selected only from the analytic 
viewpoints of the linguist, whereas, in the other case, competent 
speakers themselves evaluate and preselect possible data from the 
point of view of their grammatical well-formedness. 


Theory and Object Domain 

As long as natural languages count as the object of linguistic descrip- 
tion and not as the form of representation of a reconstructible 
pretheoretical knowledge, linguistic theory relates to its object do- 
main as a causal-analytic theory that explains linguistic descriptions 
of linguistic reality with the aid of nomological hypotheses. If, on the 
contrary, linguistic theory is supposed to serve to reconstruct pre- 
theoretical knowledge, theory relates to its object domain as an 
explication of meaning to its explicandum. Whereas in the empiri- 
cist version the relation of linguistic theory to the language to be 
explained is basically indistinguishable from that between theory 
and reality in other nomological sciences, in the explicative version 
the linguistic character of the object necessitates a relation that can 
hold only between different linguistic expressions: the relation be- 
tween explication and explicandum, whereby the language of expli- 
cation (that is, the construct language of linguistics, which is a 
standardized version of ordinary language) belongs in principle to 
the same level as the natural language to be explicated. (Neither in 
the empiricist nor in the explicative case of theory formation can 
the relation of linguistic theory to its object domain be conceived as 
that of metalanguage to object language.*) 
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Theory and Everyday Knowledge 

There is yet another peculiarity arising from these differently ori- 
ented conceptualizations. An empirical-analytic theory in the narrow 
sense can (and as a rule will) refute the everyday knowledge of an 
object domain that we initially possess prior to science and replace 
it with a correct theoretical knowledge regarded provisionally as 
true. A proposal for reconstruction, by contrast, can represent pre- 
theoretical knowledge more or less explicitly and adequately, but it 
can never falsify it. At most, the representation of a speaker’s intui- 
tion can prove to be false, but not the intuition itself.>” The latter 
belongs to the data, and data can be explained but not criticized. At 
most, data can be criticized as being unsuitable, that is, either erro- 
neously gathered or wrongly selected for a specific theoretical 
purpose. 

To a certain extent, reconstructions make an essentialist claim. One 
can say, of course, that theoretical descriptions “correspond” (if 
true) to certain structures of reality in the same sense as recon- 
structions “bear a likeness” (if correct) to the deep structures exph- 
cated. On the other hand, the asserted correspondence between a 
descriptive theory and its object admits many epistemological inter- 
pretations apart from the realistic (e.g., instrumentalist or conven- 
tionalist) ones. Rational reconstructions, by contrast, can reproduce 
the pretheoretical knowledge that they explicate only in an essential- 
ist sense; if they are true, they have to correspond precisely to the 
rules that are operatively effective in the object domain—that is, to 
the rules that actually determine the production of surface struc- 
tures.”® Thus Chomsky’s correlation assumption, according to which 
linguistic grammar is represented on the part of the speaker by a 
mental grammar that corresponds exactly to it, is, at least in the first 
instance, consistent. 


Methodological Difficulties 

To be sure, serious methodological difficulties have arisen in con- 
nection with the Chomskian program for a general science of lan- 
guage as the rational reconstruction of linguistic competence. I 
would like to consider, from a methodological perspective, two of 
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the problem complexes that have developed. One concerns the 
status and reliability of the intuitive knowledge of competent speak- 
ers; the other, the aformentioned relation between linguistic and 
mental grammar. 

There have been two principal objections against choosing speak- 
ers’ intuitions as the starting point for reconstructive theory forma- 
tion.° First, the question has been raised whether a reconstructive 
linguistics can ever arrive at a theory of linguistic competence; 
whether on the chosen data basis it is not limited to developing, at 
best, a theory of the intuitive understanding that competent speak- 
ers have of their own language. Since the metalinguistic use of one’s 
own ordinary language, to which a science that appeals to speakers’ 
judgments must have recourse, is something other than the direct 
use of language (and is probably subject to different laws), a gram- 
matical theory of the Chomskian type can at best reconstruct that 
special part of linguistic competence that regulates the metalinguis- 
tic use; it cannot reconstruct the competence that directly underlies 
speaking and understanding a language. 


The empirical question is whether a complete theory of linguistic intuitions 
is identical with a complete theory of human linguistic competence. . . . 
Chomsky has no doubt as to this identity. . . . The theory of one kind of 
linguistic behavior, namely metalinguistic judgment on such things as gram- 
maticality and paraphrase, would then as a whole be built into theories on 
other forms of linguistic behavior such as speaking and understanding. . . . 
If we wish to think in terms of primary and derived forms of verbal behavior, 
the speaking and the understanding of language fall precisely into the 
category of primary forms, while metalinguistic judgments will be consid- 
ered highly derived, artificial forms of linguistic behavior, which moreover 
are acquired late in development. . . . The empirical problem in the psy- 
chology of language is in turn divided in two, the investigation of psycho- 
logical factors in primary language usage, and the psychological 
investigation of linguistic intuitions.” 


I think this objection is based on a confusion of the two research 
paradigms elucidated above, the empirical-analytic and the recon- 
structive. I wish to make three comments in this regard: 

i. Reconstruction relates to a pretheoretical knowledge of compe- 
tent speakers that is expressed, on the one hand, in the production 
of sentences in a natural language and, on the other, in the appraisal 
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of the grammaticality of linguistic expressions. The object of recon- 
struction is the process of production of those sentences held by 
competent speakers to belong to the set of grammatical sentences. 
By contrast, the metalinguistic utterances in which competent speak- 
ers evaluate the sentences put before them are not the object of 
reconstruction but part of the data gathering. 

ii. Because of the reflexive character of natural languages, speak- 
ing about what has been spoken, direct or indirect mention of 
speech components, belongs to the normal linguistic process of 
reaching understanding. The expression “metalinguistic judgments” 
in a natural language about sentences of the same language suggests 
a difference in level that does not exist. It is one of the most inter- 
esting features of natural languages that they can be used as their 
own languages of explication. (I shall come back to this point 
below.) 

iii. However, it seems to me that the misunderstanding lies, above 
all, in Levelt’s considering the recourse to speakers’ intuitions in 
abstraction from the underlying research paradigm. Only if one 
presupposes an empirical-analytic approach (in the narrow sense) to 
the reality of a natural language and the utterances in it can one 
view speaking and understanding language, on the one hand, and 
judgments in a language about that language, on the other, as two 
different object domains. If one chooses a reconstructive approach, 
then one thereby chooses a conceptualization of the object domain 
according to which the linguistic know-how of a competent speaker 
is at the root of the sentences she produces with the help of (and 
only with the help of) this know-how. While this research paradigm 
may prove to be unfruitful, this cannot be shown at the level of a 
critique that already presupposes a competing paradigm; it may be 
shown only in terms of the success or failure of the theories and 
explanations the competing research paradigms make possible. 

The second objection is directed toward the unreliability of intui- 
tively founded speakers’ judgments, for which there exists impressive 
empirical evidence.*! Nonetheless, it seems to me here that once 
again an empiricist interpretation of speakers’ judgments stimulates 
false expectations and suggests the wrong remedies. The expression 
“intuitive knowledge” should not be understood as meaning that a 
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speaker’s pretheoretical knowledge about the grammaticality of a 
sentence (about the rigor of a derivation, about the cogency of a 
theory, and so forth) is the kind of directly ascertainable intuition 
that is incapable of being discursively justified. On the contrary, the 
implicit knowledge has to be brought to consciousness through the 
choice of suitable examples and counterexamples, through contrast 
and similarity relations, through translation, paraphrase and so on— 
that is, through a well-thought-out, maieutic method of interroga- 
tion. Ascertaining the so-called intuitions of a speaker is already the 
first step toward their explication. For this reason, the procedure 
practiced by Chomsky and many others seems to me to make sense 
and to be adequate. One starts with clear cases, in which the reac- 
tions of the subjects converge, in order to develop structural descrip- 
tions on this basis; then, in the light of the hypotheses gained, one 
attempts to render the less clear cases more precise in such a way 
that the process of interrogation can lead to an adequate clarifica- 
tion of these cases as well. I do not see anything wrong in this 
circular procedure; every research process moves in such a circle 
between theory formation and a more precise rendering of the 
object domain.*? 

The second methodological question is more difficult. It is one 
that has been treated as an empirical question in the psycholinguis- 
tics of the past decade, and as such has inspired a great amount of 
research: it asks whether there is a direct correspondence between 
the linguistic theory of grammar and the mental grammar that is, so 
to speak, “in the mind” of the speaker.** According to the correlation 
hypothesis, linguistic reconstructions are not simply lucid and 
economical representations of linguistic data; instead, there is a 
psychological complexity of the actual production process that 
corresponds, supposedly, to the transformational complexity that 
can be read off the structural description of linguistic expressions. I 
cannot deal with the individual research projects and the various 
interpretations here. Apparently, in psycholinguistics there is a grow- 
ing tendency to move away from the original correlation hypothesis; 
the mental grammar that underlies the psychologically demonstra- 
ble production of language and the corresponding processes of 
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understanding cannot, in the opinion of Bever, Watt, and others, be 
explained in the framework of a competence theory, that is, of a 
reconstructively oriented linguistics. I am not very certain how to 
judge this controversy; but I would like to suggest two points of view 
that have not, so far as I can see, been sufficiently taken into account 
in the discussion. 

i How strong do the essentialist assertions of a reconstructive 
linguistics regarding the psychic reality of reconstructed systems of 
rules have to be? Chomsky’s maturationist assumption—that gram- 
matical theory represents exactly the innate dispositions that enable 
the child to develop the hypotheses that direct language acquisition 
and that process the linguistic data in the environment—seems to 
me too strong.** Within the reconstructivist conceptual strategy, the 
more plausible assumption that grammatical theory represents the 
linguistic competence of the adult speaker is sufficient. This compe- 
tence in turn is the result of a learning process that may even—in a 
manner similar to cognitive development or the development of 
moral consciousness—follow a rationally reconstructible pattern.” 
As Bever suggests, even this thesis can be weakened to allow for 
restrictions placed on the acquisition and application of grammati- 
cal rule-knowledge by nonlinguistic perceptual mechanisms or non- 
linguistic epistemic systems in general, without surrendering the 
categorial framework of a competence theory. 

ii. It is not clear to me to what extent the psycholinguistic critique 
of the admittedly essentialist implications of Chomsky’s competence 
theory can be traced back to a confusion of research paradigms. This 
could be adequately discussed only if there were clarity about the 
way in which competence theories can be tested and, as the case may 
be, falsified. I have the impression that psycholinguistic investiga- 
tions proceed empirically and analytically, and neglect a limine the 
distinction between competence and performance.“ 


Universal Pragmatics versus Transcendental Hermeneutics 


Having presented the idea of a reconstructive science and briefly 
elucidated it through a consideration of reconstructive linguistics 
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(and two of its methodological difficulties), I would like to touch on 
one further question: What is the relation of a universal-pragmatic 
reconstruction of general and unavoidable presuppositions of possi- 
ble processes of reaching understanding to the type of investigation 
that has, since Kant, been called transcendental analysis? Kant terms 
“transcendental” an investigation that identifies and analyzes the a 
priori conditions of possibility of experience. The underlying idea is 
clear: in addition to the empirical knowledge that relates to objects 
of experience, there is, supposedly, a transcendental knowledge of 
concepts of objects in general that precede experience. The method 
by which these a priori concepts of objects in general can be shown 
to be valid conditions of possible experience is less clear. There is 
already disagreement concerning the meaning of the thesis: “[T]he 
a priori conditions of possible experience in general are at the same 
time conditions of the possibility of objects of experience.”*” 

The analytic reception of the Kantian program (Strawson’s work 
is a well-known example)* leads to a minimalist interpretation of 
the transcendental. Every coherent experience is organized in a 
categorial network; to the extent that we discover the same implicit 
conceptual structure in any coherent experience whatsoever, we may 
call this basic conceptual system of possible experience “transcen- 
dental.” This conception renounces the claim that Kant wanted to 
vindicate with his transcendental deduction; it gives up all claim to 
a proof of the objective validity of our concepts of objects of possible 
experience in general.*? The strong apriorism of Kantian philosophy 
gives way to a weaker version. From now on, transcendental investi- 
gation must rely on the competence of knowing subjects who judge 
which experiences may be called coherent experiences in order then 
to analyze this material with a view to finding general and necessary 
categorial presuppositions. Every reconstruction of a basic concep- 
tual system of possible experience has to be regarded as a hypotheti- 
cal proposal that can be tested against new experiences. As long as 
the assertion of its necessity and universality has not been refuted, 
we term “transcendental” the conceptual structure recurring in all 
coherent experiences. In this weaker version, the claim that this 
structure can be demonstrated a priori is dropped. 
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From this weaker interpretation, consequences ensue that are 
scarcely compatible with the original program. We can no longer 
exclude the possibility that our concepts of objects of possible expe- 
rience can be applied successfully only under contingent boundary 
conditions that have, for example, heretofore regularly been 
fulfilled by natural constants.°° Further, we can no longer exclude 
the possibility that the basic conceptual structure of possible experi- 
ence has developed phylogenetically and arises anew in every nor- 
mal ontogenesis, in a process that can be analyzed empirically.°! We 
cannot even exclude the possibility that an a priori of experience 
that is relativized in this sense is valid only for specific, admittedly 
anthropologically deep-seated, behavioral systems, each of which 
makes possible a specific strategy for objectivating reality. The tran- 
scendentally oriented pragmatism inaugurated by C. S. Peirce at- 
tempts to show that there is such a structural connection between 
experience and instrumental action;?? the hermeneutics stemming 
from Dilthey attempts—over against this a priori of experience—to 
do justice to an additional a priori of understanding or communica- 
tive experience.’ 

From the perspective of a transformed transcendental philosophy 
(in Apel’s sense), two further renunciations called for by the analytic 
reception of Kant seem precipitate: the renunciation of the concept 
of the constitution of experience and the renunciation of an explicit 
treatment of the problem of validity. In my opinion, the reservation 
regarding a strong apriorism in no way demands limiting oneself to 
a logical-semantic analysis of the conditions of possible experiences. If 
we surrender the concept of the transcendental subject—the subject 
that accomplishes the synthesis and that, together with its knowl- 
edge-enabling structures, is removed from all experience—this does 
not mean that we have to renounce the universal-pragmatic analysis 
of the application of our concepts of objects of possible experience, 
that is, renounce investigation of the constitution of experience.” It 
is just as little a consequence of giving up the project of a transcen- 
dental deduction that one must hand over problems of validity to 
other domains of investigation, for instance, to the theory of science 
or of truth. Of course, the relation between the objectivity of possi- 
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ble experience and the truth of propositions looks different than it 
does under Kantian premises. A priori demonstration is replaced by 
transcendental investigation of the conditions for argumentatively 
redeeming the validity claims that lend themselves to possible discur- 
sive vindication.?? 

To be sure, in my view the question is more than simply termi- 
nologically interesting whether we may still call such investigations 
of general and unavoidable presuppositions of communication 
“transcendental” (in this case, presuppositions of argumentative 
speech). If we want to subject processes of reaching understanding 
(“speech”) to a reconstructive analysis oriented to general and un- 
avoidable presuppositions in the same way as has been done for 
cognitive processes,” then the model of transcendental philosophy 
undeniably suggests itself—all the more so since the theory of lan- 
guage and action has not (despite Humboldt) found its Kant. Natu- 
rally, recourse to this model is understandable only if one has in view 
one of the weaker versions of transcendental philosophy mentioned 
above. In this sense, Apel—in order to characterize his approach 
programmatically—speaks of “transcendental hermeneutics” or 
“transcendental pragmatics.” I would like to mention two reasons for 
hesitating to adopt this usage. 

a. Something like a transcendental investigation of processes of 
reaching understanding seems plausible to me as long as we view 
these under the aspect of processes of experience. It is in this sense 
that I speak of communicative experience; in understanding the 
utterance of another speaker as a participant in a communication 
process, the hearer (like the observer who perceives a segment of 
reality) has an experience. From this comparative perspective, con- 
crete utterances would correspond to empirical objects, and utter- 
ances in general to objects in general (in the sense of objects of 
possible experience). Just as we can analyze our a priori concepts of 
objects in general—that is, the conceptual structure of any coherent 
experience whatsoever—we would also be able to analyze our a 
priori concepts of utterances in general—that is, the basic concepts 
of situations of possible mutual understanding (Verständigung), the 
conceptual structure that enables us to employ sentences in correct 
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utterances. Concepts such as meaning and intentionality, the ability 
to speak and act (agency), interpersonal relationships and the like, 
would belong to this conceptual framework. 

The expression “situation of possible mutual understanding” that, 
from this point of view, would correspond to the expression “object 
of possible experience,” already shows, however, that acquiring the 
experiences we have in processes of communication is secondary to 
the goal of reaching understanding that these processes serve. The 
general structures of speech must therefore first be investigated 
from the perspective of reaching understanding and not from that 
of experience. As soon as we admit this, however, the parallels with 
transcendental philosophy (however conceived) recede into the 
background. The idea underlying transcendental philosophy is—to 
oversimplify—that we constitute experiences by objectivating reality 
from invariant points of view. This objectivation shows itself in the 
objects in general that necessarily are presupposed in every coherent 
experience; these objects in turn can be analyzed as a system of basic 
concepts. However, I do not find any correspondent to this idea 
under which the analysis of general presuppositions of communica- 
tion might be carried out. Experiences are, if we follow the basic 
Kantian idea, constituted; utterances are, at most, generated. A tran- 
scendental investigation transposed to processes of reaching under- 
standing would thus have to be guided by another model——not the 
epistemological model of the constitution of experience but perhaps 
the model of deep and surface structure. 

b. Moreover, adopting the expression “transcendental” might con- 
ceal the break with apriorism that has been made in the meantime. 
Kant had to sharply separate empirical and transcendental analysis. 
If we now understand transcendental investigation in the sense of a 
reconstruction of general and unavoidable presuppositions of expe- 
riences that can lay claim to objectivity, then there certainly remains 
a difference between reconstructive and empirical-analytic analysis. 
Against this, the distinction between drawing on a priori knowledge 
and drawing on a posteriori knowledge becomes blurred. On the 
one hand, the rule consciousness of competent speakers is for them 
an a priori knowledge; on the other hand, the reconstruction of this 
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knowledge calls for inquiries undertaken with empirical speakers— 
the linguist procures for herself a knowledge a posteriori. The im- 
plicit knowledge of competent speakers is so different from the 
explicit form of linguistic description that the individual linguist 
cannot rely on reflection on her own speech intuitions. The proce- 
dures employed in constructing and testing hypotheses, in apprais- 
ing competing reconstructive proposals, in gathering and selecting 
data, are in many ways like the procedures customarily used in the 
nomological sciences. Methodological differences that can be traced 
back to differences in the structure of data (observable events versus 
comprehensible signs) and to differences between the structures of 
laws and rules do not suffice, for example, to banish linguistics from 
the sphere of empirical science. 

This is particularly true for ontogenetic theories that, like Piaget’s 
cognitivist developmental! psychology, connect the structural descrip- 
tion of competencies (as well as of reconstructed patterns of devel- 
opment of these competencies) with assumptions concerning causal 
mechanisms.?’ The paradigms introduced by Chomsky and Piaget 
have prompted a type of research determined by a peculiar connec- 
tion between formal and empirical analysis rather than by their 
classical separation. The expression “transcendental,” with which we 
associate a contrast to empirical science, is thus unsuited to charac- 
terizing, without misunderstanding, a line of research such as uni- 
versal pragmatics. Behind the terminological question can be found 
the systematic question concerning the as-yet insufficiently clarified 
status of nonnomological empirical sciences of the reconstructive 
type. I shall have to leave this question aside here. In any case, the 
attempt to play down the interesting methodological differences that 
arise here, and to interpret them away in the sense of the unified 
science program, seems to have little prospect of success.’® 


u 


The discussion of the theory of speech acts has given rise to ideas 
on which the fundamental assumptions of universal pragmatics can 
be based.°? The universal-pragmatic point of view from which I shall 
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select and discuss these ideas leads, however, to an interpretation 
that diverges in several important respects from Austin’s and Searle’s 
understanding of speech-act theory, which remains a semantically 
determined one. 


Three Aspects of Universal Pragmatics 


The basic universal-pragmatic intention of speech-act theory is ex- 
pressed in the fact that it thematizes the elementary units of speech 
(utterances) from a stance similar to that from which linguistics 
thematizes the units of language (sentences). The goal of recon- 
structive language analysis is an explicit description of the rules that 
a competent speaker must master in order to form grammatical 
sentences and to utter them in an acceptable way. The theory of 
speech acts shares this task with linguistics. Whereas the latter starts 
from the assumption that every adult speaker possesses a recon- 
structible implicit knowledge in which his linguistic rule compe- 
tence (to produce sentences) is expressed, speech-act theory 
postulates a corresponding communicative rule competence, 
namely the competence to employ sentences in speech acts. It is 
further assumed that communicative competence has just as univer- 
sal a core as linguistic competence. A general theory of speech acts 
would thus describe precisely that fundamental system of rules that 
adult speakers master to the extent that they can fulfill the conditions 
for a happy employment of sentences in utterances, no matter to which 
particular language the sentences may belong and in which random 
contexts the utterances may be embedded. 

The proposal to investigate language use in competence-theoretic 
terms calls for a revision of the concepts of competence and perfor- 
mance. Chomsky initially understands these concepts in such a way 
that it makes sense to require that the phonetic, syntactic, and 
semantic properties of sentences be investigated linguistically within 
the framework of a reconstruction of linguistic competence and that 
the pragmatic properties of utterances be left to a theory of linguis- 
tic performance.™ This conceptualization gives rise to the question 
of whether “communicative competence” is not a hybrid concept. I 
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have, to begin with, based the demarcation of linguistics from uni- 
versal pragmatics on the current distinction between sentences and 
utterances, The production of sentences according to the rules of 
grammar is something other than the use of sentences in accordance 
with pragmatic rules that shape the infrastructure of speech situ- 
ations in general. But this raises the following two questions. (i) 
Could not the universal structures of speech—what is common to all 
utterances independently of their particular contexts—be ade- 
quately determined through universal sentential structures? In this 
case, with his linguistically reconstructible linguistic competence, 
the speaker would also be equipped for mastering situations of 
possible mutual understanding (Verständigung), for the general task 
of uttering sentences; and the postulate of a general communicative 
competence distinguishable from linguistic competence could not 
be justified. In addition to this there is the question (ii) whether the 
semantic properties of sentences (or words) may not, in the sense of 
the use theory of meaning, be explicated in any case only with 
reference to situations of possible typical employment. Then the 
distinction between sentences and utterances would be irrelevant, at 
least to semantic theory (so long as sufficiently typical contexts of 
utterance were taken into consideration). As soon as the distinction 
between the linguistic analysis of sentences and the pragmatic analy- 
sis of utterances becomes hazy, however, the object domain of uni- 
versal pragmatics is also in danger of becoming blurred. 

With regard to the first question, I would agree, with certain 
qualifications,®! that a speaker, in transposing a well-formed sen- 
tence into an act oriented toward reaching understanding, merely 
actualizes what is inherent in the sentence structures. But this is not 
to deny the difference between the production of a grammatical 
sentence and the use of that sentence in a situation of possible 
mutual understanding, or the difference between the universal pre- 
suppositions that a competent speaker has to fulfill in each case. In 
order to utter a sentence, the speaker must fulfill general presuppo- 
sitions of communication. Even if she fulfills these presuppositions 
in conformity to the structures that are already given with the sen- 
tence employed, she may very well form the sentence itself without 
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at the same time fulfilling the presuppositions specific to speech. 
This can be made clear by looking at the relations to reality in which 
every sentence is first embedded through the act of utterance. In 
being uttered, a sentence is placed in relation to (a) the external 
reality of that which can be perceived, (b) the internal reality of that 
which a speaker would like to express as her intentions, and (c) the 
normative reality of that which is socially and culturally recognized. 
It is thereby subjected to validity claims that it need not and cannot 
fulfill as a nonsituated sentence, as a purely grammatical formation. 
A chain of symbols “counts” as a sentence of a natural language, L, 
if it is well formed according to the system of grammatical rules, GL. 
The grammaticality of a sentence means (from a pragmatic perspec- 
tive) that the sentence, when uttered by a speaker, is comprehensible 
to all hearers who have mastered GL. Comprehensibility is the only 
universal claim that is to be fulfilled immanently to language that 
can be raised by participants in communication with regard to a 
sentence. The validity of a stated proposition, by contrast, depends 
on whether the proposition represents a fact or experience (or on 
whether the existential presuppositions of the mentioned proposi- 
tional content hold); the validity of an expressed intention depends 
on whether it corresponds to what is actually intended by the 
speaker; and the validity of the speech act performed depends on 
whether this action conforms to a recognized normative back- 
ground. Whereas a grammatical sentence fulfills the claim to compre- 
hensibility, a successful wtterance must satisfy three additional validity 
claims: it must count as true for the participants insofar as it repre- 
sents something in the world; it must count as truthful insofar as it 
expresses something intended by the speaker; and it must count as 
right insofar as it conforms to socially recognized expectations. 

We can, of course, identify features in the surface structures of 
sentences that have a special significance for the three general prag- 
matic functions of the utterance: to represent something, to express 
an intention, to establish an interpersonal relationship. Sentences 
with propositional content are used to represent an experience or a 
state of affairs (or to refer to these indirectly); intentional expres- 
sions, modal forms, and so on are used to express the speaker’s 
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intentions; performative phrases are used to establish interpersonal 
relations between speaker and hearer. Thus, the general structures 
of speech are also reflected at the level of sentence structure. But 
insofar as we consider a sentence as a grammatical formation, that 
is, independently of speech situations in which it can be uttered, 
these general pragmatic functions are not yet “occupied.” In order 
to produce a grammatical sentence—as an example, say, for lin- 
guists—a competent speaker need satisfy only the claim to compre- 
hensibility. He has to have mastered the corresponding system of 
grammatical rules; this we call his linguistic ability, and it can be 
analyzed linguistically. It is a different matter with regard to his 
ability to communicate; this is susceptible only to pragmatic analysis. 
By “communicative competence,” I understand the ability of a 
speaker oriented toward reaching understanding to embed a well- 
formed sentence in relations to reality—that is, 


i. to choose the propositional sentence in such a way that either the 
truth conditions of the proposition stated or the existential presup- 
positions of the propositional content mentioned are supposedly 
fulfilled (so that the hearer can share the knowledge of the speaker); 


ii. To express his intentions in such a way that the linguistic expres- 
sion represents what is intended (so that the hearer can trust the 
speaker); and 


iii. To perform the speech act in such a way that it conforms to 
recognized norms or to accepted self-images (so that the hearer can 
be in accord with the speaker in shared value orientations). 


To the extent that these decisions do not depend on particular 
epistemic presuppositions and changing contexts but cause sen- 
tences in general to assume the universal-pragmatic functions of 
representation, expression, and the production of interpersonal 
relationships, what is expressed in them is precisely the communica- 
tive competence for which I am proposing a universal-pragmatic 
investigation. 

The part of universal pragmatics that is furthest developed is that 
related to the representational function of utterances, for example 
to the use of elementary propositional sentences. This classic 
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domain of formal semantics has been pursued within analytic phi- 
losophy from Frege to Dummett.°? That this is a matter of universal- 
pragmatic investigation can be seen in the fact that the truth value 
of propositions is systematically taken into account. The theory of 
predication does not investigate sentences in general (as does lin- 
guistics) but sentences in their function of representing facts. Analy- 
sis is directed above all to the logic of using predicates and those 
expressions that enable us to refer to objects. To be sure, this part 
of universal pragmatics is not the most important for a theory of 
communication. The analysis of intentionality, the discussion of 
avowals, and the debate on private speech, in so far as they clear the 
way to a universal pragmatics of the expressive function of utter- 
ances, are only beginnings.® Finally, speech act theory provides a 
useful point of departure for the part of universal pragmatics related 
to the interpersonal function of utterances. 

With regard to the second question raised above, one might see a 
further difficulty with my proposal for conceptualizing universal 
pragmatics in the fact that formal semantics does not fit well into 
the distinction between a linguistic analysis concerned with sen- 
tences and a pragmatic analysis concerned with utterances. There is 
a broad spectrum of different approaches to semantic theory. Lin- 
guistically oriented theories of meaning™ try to grasp systematically the 
semantic content of linguistic expressions. In the framework of trans- 
Jormational grammar, explanations of the surface structures of sen- 
tences either start with semantic deep structures or rely on semantic 
projections into syntactic structures. This approach leads as a rule 
to a combinatory system, constructed using elementary sentences, 
of general semantic markers. Lexical semantics proceeds in a similar 
manner; it clarifies the meaning structures of a given lexicon by way 
of a formal analysis of meaning relations. The weakness of these 
linguistic approaches lies in the fact that they accommodate the 
pragmatic dimension of the use of sentences only in an ad hoc way. 
However, the use theory of meaning developed from the work of 
Wittgenstein has provided good reasons for holding that the mean- 
ing of linguistic expressions can be identified only with reference to 
situations of possible employment. 
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For their part, pragmatic theories of meaning® are faced with the 
difficulty of delimiting a linguistic expression’s typical situations of 
employment from contexts that happen by chance to have addi- 
tional meaning-generating power but do not affect the semantic 
core of the linguistic expression. According to which criteria may we 
extrapolate typical behavior from actual linguistic behavior? Reference 
semantics, whether framed as a theory of extensional or of inten- 
sional denotation, determines the meaning of an expression by the 
class of objects to which it can be applied in true sentences. On this 
premise, one can explicate the meaning of expressions that appear 
in sentences with a representational function. I do not see, however, 
why semantic theory should monopolistically single out the repre- 
sentational function of language and neglect the specific mean- 
ings that language develops in its expressive and interpersonal 
functions. 

These preliminary reflections are intended merely to support the 
conjecture that semantic theory cannot fruitfully be developed as a 
unified theory. But if it is heterogeneously composed, no objection 
to the methodological separation of the analysis of sentence struc- 
tures from that of utterance structures can be inferred from the 
difficulties of demarcating semantics from pragmatics (difficulties 
that are equally present in demarcating semantics from syntax). The 
analysis of general structures of speech can indeed begin with gen- 
eral sentence structures. However, it is directed to formal properties 
of sentences only from the perspective of the possibility of using 
sentences as elements of speech, that is, for representational, expres- 
sive, and interpersonal functions. Universal pragmatics, too, can be 
understood as semantic analysis. But it is distinguished from other 
theories of meaning in that the meanings of linguistic expressions 
are relevant only insofar as these expressions are used in speech acts 
that satisfy the validity claims of truth, truthfulness, and normative 
rightness. On the other hand, universal pragmatics is distinguished 
from empirical pragmatics, for example, sociolinguistics, in that the 
meaning of linguistic expressions comes under consideration only 
insofar as it is determined by formal properties of speech situations 
in general, and not by particular situations of use. 
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I would now like to sum up the different levels of analysis and 
corresponding object domains of semiotics. 


Sentences versus Utierances 

If we start with concrete speech acts embedded in specific contexts 
and then disregard all aspects that these utterances owe to their 
pragmatic functions, we are left with linguistic expressions. Whereas 
the elementary unit of speech is the speech act, the elementary unit 
of language is the sentence. The demarcation is obtained by attend- 
ing to conditions of validity: a grammatically well-formed sentence 
satisfies the claim to comprehensibility; a communicatively successful 
speech act requires, beyond the comprehensibility of the linguistic 
expression, that the participants in communication be prepared to 
reach an understanding and that they raise claims to truth, truthful- 
ness, and rightness, and reciprocally impute their satisfaction. Sen- 
tences are the object of linguistic analysis, speech acts of pragmatic 
analysis. 


Individual Languages versus Language in General 

The first task of linguistics is to develop a grammar for each individ- 
ual language so that a structural description can be correlated with 
any sentence of the language. On the other hand, general grammati- 
cal theory is concerned with reconstructing the rule system that 
underlies the ability of a subject to generate well-formed sentences 
in any language whatsoever. Grammatical theory claims to recon- 
struct the universal linguistic ability of adult speakers. (In a strong 
version, this linguistic competence means the ability to develop hy- 
potheses that guide language acquisition on the basis of an innate 
disposition; in a weaker version, linguistic competence represents 
the result of learning processes interpreted constructivistically in 
Piaget’s sense.) 


Aspects of Linguistic Analysis 

Every linguistic expression can be considered from at least three 
analytic viewpoints. Phonetics examines linguistic expressions as in- 
scriptions in an underlying medium (i.e., as formations of sound). 
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Syntactic theory investigates linguistic expressions with regard to the 
formal connections of the smallest meaningful units. Semantic the- 
ory examines the meaning content of linguistic expressions. Evi- 
dently, only phonetic and syntactic theory are self-sufficient 
linguistic theories; semantic theory, by contrast, cannot be con- 
ducted solely in the attitude of the theoretician of language, that is, 
in disregard of pragmatic aspects. 


Particular versus Universal Aspects of Speech Acts 

The task of empirical pragmatics consists, to begin with, in describ- 
ing speech acts typical of a certain milieu, which can in turn be 
analyzed from sociological, ethnological, and psychological points of 
view. General pragmatic theory, on the other hand, is concerned 
with reconstructing the rule system that underlies the ability of a 
subject to utter sentences in any relevant situation whatsoever. Uni- 
versal pragmatics thereby raises the claim to reconstruct the ability 
of adult speakers to embed sentences in relations to reality in such 
a way that they can take on the general pragmatic functions of 
representation, expression, and establishing legitimate interpersonal 
relations. This communicative competence is expressed inter alia in 
those accomplishments that hermeneutics stylizes to an art (Kunst- 
lehre), namely paraphrasing utterances by means of context-similar 
utterances of the same language or translating them into context- 
comparable utterances in a foreign language. 


Universal-Pragmatic Aspects 

The three general pragmatic functions of an utterance—to repre- 
sent something in the world using a sentence, to express the 
speaker’s intentions, and to establish legitimate interpersonal rela- 
tions—are the basis of all the particular functions that an utterance 
can assume in specific contexts. The fulfillment of those general 
functions is measured against the validity conditions for truth, truth- 
fulness, and rightness. Thus every speech act can be considered from 
the corresponding analytic viewpoints. Formal semantics examines 
the structure of elementary propositions and the acts of reference 
and predication. A still scarcely developed theory of intentionality 
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examines intentional expressions insofar as they function in first-per- 
son sentences. Finally, the theory of speech acts examines illocution- 
ary force from the viewpoint of the establishment of legitimate 
interpersonal relations. These semiotic distinctions are summarized 


in the following table: 
Theoretical level 
Linguistics 


Grammar 


Grammatical theory 


Aspects of linguistic analysis 
Phonetic theory 


Syntactic theory 

Semantic theory 
Pragmatics 

Empirical pragmatics 


Universal pragmatics 


Aspects of universal-pragmatic 


analysis 


Theory of elementary 
propositions 


Theory of first-person sentences 


Theory of illocutionary acts 


Object domain 


Sentences 

Sentences of an individual 
language 

Rules for generating 
sentences in any language 
whatever 


Inscriptions (language 
sounds) 

Syntactical rules 

Lexical units 

Speech acts 
Context-bound speech acts 


Rules for using sentences 
in utterances 


Acts of reference and 
predication 

Linguistic expression of 
intentions 
Establishment of 
interpersonal relations 


For a theory of communicative action, the third aspect of utter- 
ances, namely the establishment of legitimate interpersonal rela- 
tions, is central. I shall therefore take the theory of speech acts as 


my point of departure. 
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The Standard Form of the Speech Act—Searle’s Principle of 
Expressibility 


The principal task of speech-act theory is to clarify the performative 
status of linguistic utterances. Austin analyzed the sense in which I 
can utter sentences in speech acts as the illocutionary force of speech 
acts. In uttering a promise, an assertion, or a warning, I simultane- 
ously execute an action with the corresponding sentences: I try to 
make a promise, to put forward an assertion, to issue a warning—I do 
things by saying something. Although there are other modes of 
employing language—Austin mentions, among others, writing po- 
ems and telling jokes—the illocutionary use seems to be the foun- 
dation on which these other kinds of employment rest. To be 
understood in a given situation, every utterance must at least implic- 
itly establish and give expression to a certain relation between the 
speaker and her counterpart. We can also say that the illocutionary 
force of a speech act consists in fixing the communicative function 
of the content uttered. 

The current distinction between the content and the relational 
aspects of an utterance has, to begin with, a trivial meaning.®” It says 
that, in being uttered, the sentence used is embedded in a context, 
more precisely, in specific interpersonal relations. In a certain way, 
every explicitly performative utterance both establishes and repre- 
sents an interpersonal relation between at least two subjects capable 
of speech and action. This circumstance is trivial so long as under 
the relational aspect we merely contrast the utterance character of 
speech with its semantic content. If nothing more were meant by the 
illocutionary force of a speech act, the concept “illocutionary” could 
serve at best to elucidate the fact that linguistic utterances have the 
character of actions, that is, are speech actions. The point of the 
concept cannot lie therein. I find it rather in the peculiarly genera- 
tive power of speech acts. 

It is to this generative power that I trace the fact that a speech act 
can succeed (or fail). We can say that a speech act succeeds if a 
relation between the speaker and hearer comes to pass—the relation 
intended by the speaker—and if the hearer can understand and accept 
the content uttered by the speaker in the sense indicated (e.g., as a 
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promise, assertion, suggestion, and so forth). Thus the generative 
power consists in the fact that the speaker, in performing a speech 
act, can influence the hearer in such a way that the latter can take 
up an interpersonal relation with her.® It can, of course, be said of 
every interaction, and not only of speech acts, that they establish 
interpersonal relations, Whether or not they have an explicitly lin- 
guistic form, communicative actions are related to a context of ac- 
tion norms and values. Without the normative background of 
routines, roles, habitualized forms of life—in short, conventions— 
the individual action would remain indeterminate. All communica- 
tive actions satisfy or violate normative social expectations or 
conventions. Satisfying a convention in acting means that a subject 
capable of speaking and acting takes up an interpersonal relation 
with at least one other such subject. Thus the establishment of an 
interpersonal relation is a criterion that is not selective enough for 
our purposes. I emphasized at the start that I am restricting my 
analysis to paradigmatic cases of linguistically explicit action that is 
oriented toward reaching understanding. This restriction must now 
be drawn somewhat more precisely. In doing so, we can begin with 
the standard examples from which speech-act theory was developed. 
The following are typical speech-act forms: 


” 


Leis you that... 
[verb] [sentence] 
e.g., “I (hereby) promise you that I will come tomorrow.” 


“Youare... E % 
[verb] [p. part.] [sentence] 
e.g., “You are requested to stop smoking.” 
Tris u you that... ” 
[auxiliary verb] [verb] [sentence] 


e.g., “I can assure you that it wasn’t I.” 


I shall hold to the following terminological rules. An explicit 
speech act satisfies the standard form in its surface structure if it is 
made up of an illocutionary and a propositional component. The illo- 
cutionary component consists in an illocutionary act carried out with 
the aid of a performative senience. This sentence is formed in the 
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present indicative, affırmative, and has as its logical subject the first 
person and as its logical (direct) object the second person; the 
predicate, constructed with the help of a performative expression, 
permits in general the particle “hereby.””? This performative compo- 
nent needs to be completed by a propositional component con- 
structed with the help of a sentence with propositional content. 
Whenever it is used in constative speech acts, the sentence with 
propositional content takes the form of a propositional sentence (Aus- 
sagesaiz). In its elementary form, the propositional sentence contains 
(i) a name or a referring expression, with the aid of which the 
speaker denotes an object about which she wants to assert some- 
thing; and (ii) a predicate expression for the general specification 
that the speaker wants to grant or deny to the object. In nonconsta- 
tive speech acts, the propositional content is not stated, but men- 
tioned, in this case, propositional content coincides with what is 
usually called the unasserted proposition. (Thus I distinguish be- 
tween the nominalized proposition “that p,” which expresses a state 
of affairs, and the proposition “p,” which represents a fact and which 
owes its assertoric force to the circumstance that it is embedded in 
a speech act of the type “assertion,” and is thereby connected with 
an illocutionary act of asserting. In formal logic, of course, we treat 
propositions as autonomous units. Only the truth value we assign to 
“p” in contradistinction to “that p” is a reminder of the embedding 
of the proposition in some constative speech act, an embedding that 
is systematically neglected.) ”! 

I shall call speech acts that have this structure propositionally differ- 
entiated. They are distinguished from symbolically mediated interac- 
tions—for instance, a shout of “Fire!” that releases complementary 
actions, assistance or flight—in that a propositional component of 
speech is uncoupled from the illocutionary act, so that (i) the pro- 
positional content can be held invariant across changes in illocution- 
ary potential, and (ii) the holistic mode of speech, in which 
representation, expression, and behavioral expectation are still one, 
can be replaced by differential modes of speech. I shall return to 
this point in the following section. For the present, it suffices to 
point out that this level of differentiation of speech is a precondition 
for an action’s ability to take on representational functions, that is, 
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to state something about the world, either directly in the form of an 
assertion or indirectly, in nonconstative speech acts, through men- 
tioning a propositional content. 

Explicit speech acts always have a propositional component in 
which a state of affairs is expressed. Nonlinguistic actions normally 
lack this component; thus they cannot fulfill representational func- 
tions. Signaling to a taxi so that I can begin work in my office by 
eight in the morning, reacting to the news of my child’s miserable 
school grades with a desperate look, joining a demonstration march, 
expressing nonacceptance of an invitation by not showing up, shak- 
ing a candidate’s hand after he has passed the exam, and so on and 
so forth, I observe or violate conventions. Naturally, these normative 
expectations have a propositional content; however, the proposi- 
tional content must already be known to the participants if the 
expressed behavior is to be comprehensible as arriving at work, a 
parent’s reacting, taking part in a demonstration—in short as an 
action. The nonverbal utterance itself cannot bring the proposi- 
tional content of the presupposed norm to expression because it 
cannot take on representational functions. It can, of course, be 
understood as an indicator that calls to mind the propositional 
content of the presupposed norm. 

Owing to their representational function, propositionally differen- 
tiated speech acts allow the actor a greater degree of freedom in 
following norms. If work begins at eight in the morning, there is the 
option only of appearing or not appearing; in the former case, to be 
on time or to be late; in the latter case, to be excused or not excused, 
and so on. Nonverbal actions are often the result of such “trees” of 
“yes” or “no” decisions. But if the actor can express herself verbally, 
her situation is rich with alternatives. She can express the same 
speech act, say a command, in a very differentiated way; she will 
fulfill the same role segment, say that of an English teacher during 
class dictation, with very different speech acts. In short, proposition- 
ally differentiated speech leaves the actor more degrees of freedom 
in relation to a recognized normative background than does a non- 
linguistic interaction. 

Of course, propositionally differentiated utterances do not always 
have a linguistic form, as is shown by the example of a grammatical- 
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ized sign language, for instance, the standardized language of the 
deaf and mute. In this connection, one might also mention pointing 
gestures, which represent an equivalent for the use of referential 
terms, thereby supplementing propositional speech. On the other 
hand, there are also speech acts that are not propositionally differ- 
entiated, for example, illocutionarily abbreviated speech acts such as 
“Hello!” as a greeting formula, or “Check!” and “Checkmate!” as 
performative expressions for moves in a game of chess and their 
consequences. The circumstance that a propositional component is 
lacking places these verbal utterances on a level with normal non- 
verbal actions; while the latter actions do refer to the propositional 
content of a presupposed convention, they do not represent it. 

As a first step in delimiting the pragmatic units of analysis, we can 
specify—out of the set of communicative actions that rest on the 
consensual foundation of reciprocally raised and recognized validity 
claims—the subset of propositionally differentiated speech acts. But even 
this specification is not yet selective enough; for among these utter- 
ances we find such speech acts as “betting,” “christening,” “appoint- 
ing,” and so on. Despite their propositionally differentiated content 
(betting on/for ..., christening as/with ... , appointing to... ), 
they are bound to a single institution (or to a narrowly circum- 
scribed set of institutions); they can therefore be seen as the equiva- 
Jent of actions that fulfill presupposed norms, either nonverbally or 
in an illocutionarily abbreviated way. That these speech acts are 
institutionally bound can be seen in (among other things) the fact that 
the permissible propositional contents are narrowly limited by the 
normative meaning of betting, christening, appointing, marrying, 
and so on. One bets for stakes, christens with names, appoints to 
official positions, marries a partner, and so on. With institutionally 
bound speech acts, specific institutions can always be specified. With 
institutionally unbound speech acts, only general contextual condi- 
tions can be specified—conditions that typically must be met for a 
corresponding act to succeed. Institutionally bound speech acts ex- 
press a specific institution in the same unmediated way that propo- 
sitionally nondifferentiated and nonverbal actions express a 
presupposed norm. To explain what acts of betting or christening 
mean, I must refer to the institutions of betting or christening. By 
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contrast, commands or advice or questions do not represent institu- 
tions but types of speech acts that can fit very different institutions. 
To be sure, the criterion of being institutionally bound does not 
always permit an unambiguous classification. Commands can exist 
wherever relations of authority are institutionalized; appointments 
presuppose special, bureaucratically developed organizations; and 
marriages require a single institution (which is, however, to be found 
universally). But this does not devalue the usefulness of the analytic 
viewpoint. Institutionally unbound speech acts, insofar as they have 
any regulative meaning at all, refer to general aspects of action 
norms; they are not, however, defined by particular institutions. 

We can now define the desired analytic units as propositionally 
differentiated and institutionally unbound speech acts. To be sure, only 
those with an explicitly linguistic form are suitable for analysis. Fre- 
quently, of course, the context in which speech acts are embedded 
makes standard linguistic forms superfluous; for example, when the 
performative meaning is determined exclusively by the context of 
utterance; or when the performative meaning is merely indicated, 
that is, expressed through inflection, punctuation, word position, or 
particles such as “isn’t it?,” “right?,” “indeed,” “clearly,” “surely,” and 
similar expressions. 

Finally, we shall exclude those explicit speech acts in standard 
form that appear in contexts that produce shifts of meaning. This is 
the case when the pragmatic meaning of a context-dependent 
speech act diverges from the meaning of the sentences used in it 
(and from the indicated general contextual conditions that have to 
be fulfilled for the type of speech act in question). Searle’s “principle 
of expressibility” takes this requirement into account: assuming that 
the speaker expresses his intention precisely, explicitly, and literally, 
it is possible in principle for every speech act carried out or capable 
of being carried out to be specified unequivocally by a complex 
sentence. 

Kanngiesser has given this principle the following form: “For every 
meaning x, it is the case that, if there is a speaker S in a language 
community P who means (meint) x, then it is possible that there be 
an expression in the language spoken by P which is an exact expres- 
sion of x.” For our purposes, we can weaken this postulate to 
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require that in a given language, for every interpersonal relation that 
a speaker wants to take up explicitly with another member of his 
language community, a suitable performative expression is either 
available or, if necessary, can be obtained through a specification of 
available expressions or newly introduced. With this modification, 
we can take into account reservations that have been expressed 
concerning Searle’s principle.” In any case, the heuristic meaning 
is clear—if the postulate of expressibility is valid, analysis can be 
limited to institutionally unbound, explicit speech acts in standard 
form. 

The following diagram sums up the viewpoints from which I have 
delimited the class of speech acts basic for analysis. 


Derivation of the Analytic Units of the Theory of Speech Acts 
Instrumental actions ——————-——-————_ Social actions 
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I have not elucidated the embedding of communicative action 
(“action oriented toward reaching understanding”) in other types of 
action. It seems to me that strategic action (“action oriented toward 
the actor’s success” such as competitive behavior or combat games— 
in general, modes of action that correspond to the utilitarian model 
of purposive rational action) as well as the still insufficiently analyzed 
category of symbolic action (such as action manifested in a concert or 
a dance—in general, modes of action that are bound to nonpropo- 
sitional systems of symbolic expression) differ from communicative 
action in that individual validity claims are suspended (in strategic 
action, truthfulness, in symbolic action, truth).’* My previous analy- 
ses of “labor” and “interaction” have not yet adequately captured the 
most general differentiating characteristics of instrumental and so- 
cial (or communicative) action. I cannot pursue this here. 


On the Double Structure of Speech 


I would like to return now to the characteristic double structure that 
can be read off from the standard form of speech acts. Obviously, 
the two components, the illocutionary and the propositional, can 
vary independently of one another. We can hold a propositional 
content invariant vis-a-vis the different types of speech acts in which 
it occurs. In this abstraction of propositional content from the as- 
serted proposition, a fundamental accomplishment of our language 
is expressed. Propositionally differentiated speech distinguishes it- 
self therein from the symbolically mediated interaction we can al- 
ready observe among primates.” Any number of examples of the 
invariance of propositional content despite variance in speech act mode 
can be provided—for instance, for the propositional content “Peter’s 
smoking a pipe,” there are the following: 


“I assert that Peter smokes a pipe.” 
“I beg you (Peter) to smoke a pipe.” 
“I ask you (Peter), do you smoke a pipe?” 


“I warn you (Peter) against smoking a pipe.” 
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In a genetic perspective, the speech-act invariance of propositional 
contents appears as an uncoupling of the illocutionary and propositional 
components in the formation and transformation of speech acts. This 
uncoupling is a condition for the differentiation of the double struc- 
ture of speech, that is, for the separation of two communicative levels 
on which speaker and hearer must simultaneously come to an under- 
standing if they want to communicate their intentions to one an- 
other. I would distinguish (i) the level of intersubjectivity on which 
speaker and hearer, through illocutionary acts, establish the rela- 
tions that permit them to come to an understanding with one an- 
other, and (ii) the level of propositional content about which they wish 
to reach understanding in the communicative function specified in 
(i). Corresponding to the relational and the content aspects, from 
the point of view of which every utterance can be analyzed, there are 
(in the standard form) the illocutionary and the propositional com- 
ponents of the speech act. The illocutionary act fixes the sense in 
which the propositional content is employed, and the act-comple- 
ment determines the content that is understood “as something . . .” 
in the communicative function specified. (The hermeneutic “as” can 
be differentiated on both communicative levels. With a proposition 
“p,” an identifiable object whose existence is presupposed can be 
characterized “as something”—e.g., as a “red,” “soft,” or “ideal,” 
object. In connection with an illocutionary act, that is, through 
being embedded in a speech act, this propositional content can, in 
turn, be uttered “as something”—e.g., as a command or assertion). 

A basic feature of language is connected with this double structure 
of speech, namely, its inherent reflexivity. The standardized possibili- 
ties for directly and indirectly mentioning speech merely make ex- 
plicit a self-reference that is already contained in every speech act. 
In filling out the double structure of speech, participants in dialogue 
communicate on two levels simultaneously. They combine commu- 
nication of a content with “metacommunication”—communication 
about the sense in which the communicated content is used. The 
expression “metacommunication” might be misleading here because 
it could be associated with metalanguage and suggest an idea of 
language levels such that, at every higher level, metalinguistic state- 
ments about the object language of the next lower level can be 


65 
What Is Universal Pragmatics? 


made. But the concept of a hierarchy of language was introduced 
for formal languages, in which just that reflexivity of ordinary lan- 
guage is lacking. Moreover, in a metalanguage one always refers to 
an object language in the objectivating attitude of someone asserting 
facts or observing events; one forms metalinguistic statements. By 
contrast, on the metacommunicative level of speech, it is precisely 
statements that are not possible. Instead, at this level, one chooses 
the illocutionary role in which the propositional content is to be 
used; and this metacommunication about the sense in which the 
sentence with propositional content is to be employed requires a 
performative attitude on the part ofthose communicating. Thus, the 
peculiar reflexivity of natural language rests in the first instance on the 
combination of a communication of content—effected in an objec- 
tivating attitude—with a metacommunication concerning the rela- 
tional aspect—effected in a performative attitude—from the point 
of view of which the content is to be understood. 

Of course, participants in dialogue normally have the option of 
objectifying every illocutionary act performed as the content of a 
further (constative) speech act. They can adopt an objectivating 
attitude toward the illocutionary component of an already per- 
formed speech act and shift this component to the level of proposi- 
tional contents. Naturally, they can do so only by peforming a new 
speech act that contains, in turn, a nonobjectified illocutionary com- 
ponent. The direct and indirect mention of speech standardizes this 
possibility of rendering explicit the reflexivity of natural language. 
The metacommunication that takes place on the level of intersub- 
jectivity in a speech act tn can be depicted on the level of proposi- 
tional content in a further (constative) speech act in+1. On the other 
hand, it is not possible simultaneously to perform and to objectify an 
illocutionary act.’® 

This option is sometimes the occasion for a descriptivist fallacy to 
which even pragmatic theories fall prey. We can analyze the struc- 
tures of speech, just like every other object, only in an objectivating 
attitude. In doing so, the relevant accompanying illocutionary com- 
ponent cannot, as we saw above, become uno acto the object. This 
circumstance misleads many language theorists into the view that 
communication processes take place at a single level, namely that of 
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transmitting content (i.e., information). From this perspective, the 
relational aspect loses its independence vis-a-vis the content aspect; 
the communicative role of an utterance loses its constitutive sig- 
nificance and is counted as part of the information content. The 
pragmatic operator of the statement, which in forn alized presenta- 
tions (e.g., deontic logics) represents the illocutionary component 
of an utterance, is then no longer interpreted as a specific mode of 
reaching understanding about propositional contents but falsely as 
part of the information transmitted. I do not wish to analyze this 
fallacy here; 1 merely point to one of its consequences: that the 
constitutive meaning of the double structure of speech is neglected 
in theoretical approaches. 

As opposed to this, I consider the task of universal pragmatics to 
be the rational reconstruction of the double structure of speech. 
Taking Austin’s theory of speech acts as my point of departure (in 
the next two sections) I would now like to render this task more 
precise in relation to the problems of meaning and validity. 


Universal-Pragmatic Categories of Meaning 


Austin’s contrasting of locutionary and illocutionary acts set off a 
broad discussion that has also brought some clarification to the 
theory of meaning. Austin reserved the concept meaning for the 
meaning of sentences with propositional content, while he used the 
concept force only for the illocutionary act of uttering sentences with 
propositional content. This leads to the following constellations: 


Meaning: sense and reference, locutionary act 
Force: attempt to reach an uptake, illocutionary act 


Austin could point to the fact that sentences with the same propo- 
sitional content could be uttered in speech acts of different types, 
that is, with differing illocutionary force or in different illocutionary 
modes. Nevertheless, the proposed distinction is unsatisfactory. If 
one introduces meaning solely in a linguistic sense, as sentence 
meaning (whereby either sentence meaning is conceived as a func- 
tion of word meanings or, with Frege, word meanings are conceived 
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as functions of possible sentence meanings), the restriction to the 
propositional components of speech acts is not plausible. Obviously, 
their illocutionary components also have a meaning in a linguistic 
sense. In the case of an explicitly performative utterance, the per- 
formative verb employed has a lexical meaning, and the perfor- 
mative sentence constructed with its help has a meaning in a manner 
similar to the sentence with propositional content dependent on it. 
“What Austin calls the illocutionary force of an utterance is that 
aspect of its meaning which is either conveyed by its explicitly per- 
formative prefix, if it has one, or might have been so conveyed by 
the use of such an expression.””” 

This plausible argument neglects, however, the fact that force is 
something that, in a specific sense, belongs only to utterances and 
not to sentences. Thus, one might first hit upon the idea of reserving 
“force” for the meaning content that accrues to the sentence 
through its being uttered, that is, embedded in structures of speech. 
We can certainly distinguish the phenomenon of meaning that 
comes about through the employment of a sentence in an utterance 
from the phenomenon of sentence meaning. We can speak in a 
pragmatic sense of the meaning of an utterance, as we do in a 
linguistic sense of the meaning of a sentence. Thus Alston has taken 
the fact that the same speech act can be performed with very differ- 
ent sentences as a reason for granting pragmatic meaning a certain 
priority over linguistic meaning. In accordance with a consistent use 
theory of meaning, he suggests that sentence (and word) meanings 
are a function of the meaning of the speech acts in which they are 
“principally” used.’”® The difficulty with this proposal is that it does 
not adequately take into account the relative independence of sen- 
tence meanings in relation to the contingent changes of meaning 
that a sentence can undergo when used in different contexts. More- 
over, the meaning of a sentence is obviously less dependent on the 
intentions of the speaker than is the meaning of an utterance. 

Even if a sentence is very often used with different intentions and 
in a context that pragmatically shifts meaning, its linguistic meaning 
does not have to change. Thus, for example, when certain social 
roles prescribe that commands be uttered in the form of requests, 
the pragmatic meaning of the utterance (as a command) in no way 
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alters the linguistic meaning of the sentence uttered (as a request). 
This is an additional reason for singling out the standard conditions 
under which the pragmatic meaning of an explicit speech act coin- 
cides with the linguistic meaning of the sentences employed in it. 
Precisely in the case of an explicit speech act in standard form, 
however, the categorial difference between the meaning of the ex- 
pressions originally used in propositional sentences, on the one 
hand, and the meaning of illocutionary forces (as well as of ex- 
pressed intentions), on the other, comes into view. This shows that 
it does not make sense to explicate the concepts “meaning” versus 
“force” with reference to the distinction between the linguistic mean- 
ing of a sentence and the pragmatic meaning of an utterance. 

The linguistic analysis of sentence meaning tends to abstract from 
certain relations to reality into which a sentence is put as soon as it 
is uttered and from the validity claims under which it is thereby 
placed. On the other hand, a consistent analysis of meaning is not 
possible without some reference to situations of possible use. Every 
linguistic expression can be used to form statements. Even illocu- 
tionary phrases (and originally intentional expressions) can be ob- 
jectified with the help of a further statement. This suggests that it 
makes sense to secure a certain uniformity for the linguistic analysis 
of the meanings of linguistic expressions by relating it in every case 
to the possibilities for using these expressions in propositions. But 
this makes sense only for such expressions as can appear exclusively 
in propositional components of speech. By contrast, the meaning of 
performative expressions should be clarified by referring to the 
possibilities for using them in illocutionary acts (and the meaning 
of originally intentional expressions by referring to the possibilities 
for using them to express intentions directly). The linguistic expli- 
cation of the meaning of “to promise” should orient itself around 
the possibilities for using the sentence 


(1) “I hereby promise you that... .” 
and not around the possibilities for using the sentence 
(2) “He promises her that... .” 


Correspondingly, the explication of the meaning of “to hate” should 
refer to the sentence 
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(17) “I hate you.” 
instead of to the sentence 


(2°) “He hates her.” 


Only because and so long as the linguistic analysis of meaning is 
biased in favor of the propositionalized forms (2 or 2’) is it necessary 
to supplement the meaning of propositional sentences with the 
meaning of the illocutionary force of an utterance (and the inten- 
tion of the speaker). No doubt this circumstance motivated Austin 
to draw his distinction between meaning and force. To my mind, it 
would be better to start with the linguistic meaning of an expression, 
as opposed to the pragmatic meaning of an utterance; the linguistic 
meaning of expressions would then be differentiated according to 
the universal possibilities for using them in speech acts (and accord- 
ing to the corresponding validity claims), with reference to the 
original occurrence of such expressions. But what does “original” 
mean in this context? Let us consider two sentences as examples: 


(3) “I’m telling you that father’s new car is yellow.” 
(4) “I’m asking you, is father’s new car yellow?” 


Understanding the two (different) illocutionary acts is tied to 
other presuppositions than is understanding their (concordant) pro- 
positional content. The difference becomes perceptible as soon as 
one returns to the conditions that must be fulfilled by situations in 
which someone who does not know English might learn (i.e., origi- 
nally understand) the meanings. A hearer can understand the mean- 
ing of the sentence with the propositional content “the being yellow i 
of father’s car” on condition that he has learned to correctly use the 
propositional sentence: 


(5) “Father’s new car is yellow” 


in order, for example, to express a corresponding experience, in this 
case his observation that father’s new car is yellow. The ability to 
make this or a similar observation must be presupposed, for a proper 
use of the propositional sentence in (5) demands at least the follow- 
ing of the speaker: 
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a. The existential presupposition: that there is one and only one 
object to which the designation “father’s new car” applies. 


b. The presupposition of identifiability: that the (denotatively em- 
ployed) propositional content contained in the designation “father’s 
new car” is a sufficient indication, in a given context, for a hearer to 
select the (and only the) object to which the designation applies. 


c. The act of predication: that the predicate “yellow” can be attrib- 
uted to the object that is designated. 


Correspondingly, understanding the meaning of the propositional 
sentence contained in (5) demands of the hearer that he 


a’. share the speaker-presupposition, 


b’. fulfill the speaker-presupposition, that is, actually identify the 
object designated, and 


c’. undertake for his part the act of predication. 


It is a different matter so far as the illocutionary components of 
utterances (3) and (4) are concerned. A hearer can understand the 
meaning of notifying or asking on condition that he has learned to 
take part in successful speech acts of the following type: 


(6) “I (hereby) notify you that...” 
(7) “I (hereby) ask you whether... .” 


The hearer, that is, has learned to assume both the role of the 
(acting) speaker as well as that of the (cooperating) hearer. The 
performance of an illocutionary act cannot serve to report an ob- 
servation as the use of a propositional sentence can; nor must the 
ability to have perceptions essentially be presupposed here. Rather, 
conversely, the execution of a speech act is a condition of possibility 
of an experience, namely the communicative experience that the 
hearer has when he accepts the offer contained in the attempted 
speech act and enters into an interpersonal relation with the 
speaker, a relation between one who notifies or informs and one who 
receives the notification or information—-or, alternatively, takes up 
the relation between a person who questions and a person who 
answers. 
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Understanding (5) presupposes the possibility of sensory ex- 
periences (experiences of the type, observation); by contrast, 
understanding (6) and (7) itself represents a communicative experi- 
ence (an experience of the type, participatory observation): illocu- 
tionary understanding is an experience made possible through 
communication. 

The difference between originally illocutionary and originally pro- 
positional meanings (“force” and “meaning” in Austin’s sense) can 
be traced back to differences in possible learning situations. We 
learn the meaning of illocutionary acts only in the performative 
attitude of participants in speech acts. By contrast, we learn the 
meaning of sentences with propositional content in the nonperfor- 
mative—objectivating—attitude of observers who correctly repre- 
sent their experiences in propositional sentences.”” We acquire 
originally illoctionary meanings in connection with communicative 
experiences that we have in entering the level of intersubjectivity and 
establishing an interpersonal relation. We learn originally proposi- 
tional meanings through reporting experiences with objects and 
events in the world. 

Notwithstanding this difference, meanings learned in a perfor- 
mative attitude can, of course, also occur in sentences with proposi- 
tional content: 


(8) “I assure you that he notified me yesterday that... .” 
(9) “I’m reporting to you that she asked me yesterday whether . . .” 


This fact may explain why the indicated difference between the two 
categories of meaning is often not noticed. In sentences with propo- 
sitional content, however, we can distinguish the meanings of expres- 
sions that may be used in a performative attitude from the word 
meanings that—like the nominal and predicative expressions in 
(5)—are permitted only as meaning components in sentences with 
propositional content. In utterances like (8) and (9), “notify” and 
“ask” bear a shade of meaning derived from the power that they have 
only in illocutionary roles—as in (6) and (7). 

We can retain Austin’s distinction between “force” and “meaning” 
in the sense of these two categories of meaning. “Force” then stands 
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for the meaning of expressions that are originally used in connec- 
tion with illocutionary acts, and “meaning” for the meaning of ex- 
pressions originally used in connection with propositions. Thus we 
distinguish “force” and “meaning” as two categories of meaning that 
arise with regard to the general pragmatic functions of communica- 
tion: the establishment of interpersonal relations, on the one hand, 
and representation (reporting of facts or states of affairs), on the 
other. (I shall here leave to one side the third category of meaning, 
which corresponds to the function of expression, that is, to the disclo- 
sure of subjective experiences (Erlebnisse), although reflections simi- 
lar to those carried out for illocutionary acts apply to intentional 
sentences as well.) 
I would like to hold on to the following results: 


a. It is not advisable to reserve the concept meaning for the propo- 
sitional component of a speech act and to characterize the meaning 
of an illocutionary component only by a pragmatic operator (which 
designates a specific illocutionary force). 


b. On the other hand, it is also unsatisfactory to reconstruct the 
meaning of a performative sentence in exactly the same way as the 
meaning of a sentence with propositional content; the illocutionary 
component of a speech act neither expresses a proposition nor 
mentions a propositional content.®° 


c. It is equally unsatisfactory to equate illocutionary force with the 
meaning component that accrues to the meaning of a sentence 
through the act of uttering it in a given context. 


d. Rather, from a universal-pragmatic point of view, the meaning of 
linguistic expressions can be categorically distinguished according to 
whether they may appear only in sentences that take on a repre- 
sentational function or whether they can serve specifically to estab- 
lish interpersonal relations or to express speaker intentions.*! 


Thematization of Validity Claims and Modes of Communication 


Austin’s contrasting of locutionary and illocutionary acts has be- 
come important not only for the theory of meaning; the discussion 
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about basic types of speech acts and basic modes of language use has 
also taken this pair of concepts as its starting point. At first Austin 
wanted to draw the boundary in such a way that “the performative 
should be doing something as opposed to just saying something; and 
the performative is happy or unhappy as opposed to true and 
false.”®? 


From this the following correlations resulted: 
Locutionary acts: constatives, true/untrue 
Illocutionary acts: performatives, happy/unhappy 


But this demarcation of locutionary and illocutionary acts could not 
be maintained when it became apparent that all speech acts—the 
constatives included—contain a locutionary component (in the 
form of a sentence with propositional content) and an illocutionary 
component (in the form of a performative sentence).°° What Austin 
had initially introduced as the locutionary act was now replaced by 
(a) the propositional component contained in every explicit speech 
act, and (b) a special class of illocutionary acts—constative speech 
acts—that imply the validity claim of truth. Austin himself later 
regarded constative speech acts as only one among several different 
classes of speech acts. The two sentences 


(1) “lI assert that...” 
(2) “I’m warning you that...” 


equally express illocutionary acts.*4 But this has the interesting con- 
sequence that the validity claim contained in constative speech acts 
(truth/falsity) represents merely a special case among the validity 
claims that speakers, in speech acts, raise and offer for vindication 
vis-a-vis hearers. 


In general we may say this: with both statements (and, for example, descrip- 
tions) and warnings, etc., the question of whether, granting that you did 
warn and had the right to warn, did state or did advise, you were right to 
state or to warn or advise, can arise—not in the sense of whether it was 
opportune or expedient, but whether, on the facts and your knowledge of 
the facts and the purpose for which you were speaking, and so on, this was 
the proper thing to say.® 
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In this passage, Austin emphasizes the claim to be right, or claim 
to validity, that we raise with any (and not just with constative) speech 
acts. But he distinguishes these only incidentally from the general 
contextual conditions—restricted according to speech-act type—that 
likewise must be fulfilled if a speech act is to succeed (that is, from 
happiness/unhappiness conditions in general). It is true of asser- 
tions, in the same way as it is of warnings, pieces of advice, promises, 
and so forth, that they can succeed only if both conditions are 
fulfilled: (a) to be in order, and (b) to be right. 


But the real conclusion must surely be that we need . . . to establish with 
respect to each kind of illocutionary act—warnings, estimates, verdicts, 
statements, and descriptions—what if any is the specific way in which they 
are intended, first to be in order or not in order, and second, to be “right” 
or “wrong;” what terms of appraisal and disappraisal are used for each and 
what they mean. This is a wide field and certainly will not lead to a simple 
distinction of true and false; nor will it lead to a distinction of statements 
from the rest, for stating is only one among very numerous speech acts of 
the illocutionary class. 


Speech acts can be in order with respect to typically restricted 
contexts (a); but they can be valid (gültig) only with respect to the 
fundamental claim that the speaker raises with his illocutionary act 
(b). Ishall come back to both of these classes of conditions that must 
be fulfilled in order for speech acts to succeed. At this point I am 
interested only in the fact that the comparison between constative 
and nonconstative speech acts throws light on the validity basis that 
manifestly underlies all speech actions. 

To be sure, this does initially clarify the special position of consta- 
tive speech acts. Assertions do not differ from other types of speech 
acts in their performative/propositional double structure, nor do 
they differ by virtue of general contextual conditions, for these vary 
in a typical way for all speech actions; but they do differ from 
(almost) all other types of speech acts in that they prima facie imply 
an unmistakable validity claim, a claim to truth. It is undeniable that 
other types of speech acts also imply some or other validity claim; but 
in determining exactly what validity claim they imply, we seldom 
encounter such a clearly defined and universally recognized validity 
claim as “truth” (in the sense of propositional truth). It is easy to see 
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the reason for this; the validity claim of constative speech acts is 
presupposed in a certain way by speech acts of every type. The mean- 
ing of the propositional content mentioned in nonconstative speech 
acts can be made explicit through transforming a sentence of prop- 
ositional content, “that p,” into the propositional sentence “p,” and 
the truth claim belongs essentially to the meaning of the proposition 
thereby expressed. Truth claims are thus a type of validity claim built 
into the structure of possible speech in general. Truth is a universal 
validity claim; its universality is reflected in the double structure of 
speech. 

Looking back, Austin assures himself of what he originally had in 
mind with his contrast of constative and nonconstative speech acts 
(constatives versus performatives): 


With the constative utterances, we abstract from the illocutionary . . . as- 
pects of the speech act, and we concentrate on the locutionary; moreover, 
we use an oversimplified notion of correspondence with the facts... . We 


aim at the ideal of what would be right to say in all circumstances, for any 
purposes, to any audience, etc. Perhaps this is sometimes realized. With the 
performative we attend as much as possible to the illocutionary force of the 
utterance, and abstract from the dimension of correspondence with facts.®” 


After he recognized that constative speech acts represent only one 
of several types of speech acts, Austin gave up the aforementioned 
contrast in favor of a set of unordered families of speech acts. I am 
of the opinion, however, that what he intended with the contrast 
“constative” versus “performative” can be adequately reconstructed. 

We have seen that communication in language can take place only 
when the participants, in communicating with one another about 
something, simultaneously enter two levels of communication—the 
level of intersubjectivity on which they take up interpersonal rela- 
tions and the level of propositional contents. However, in speaking, 
we can make either the interpersonal relation or the propositional 
content more centrally thematic; in so doing, we make a more 
interactive or a more cognitive use of our language. In the interactive 
use of language, we thematize the relations into which speaker and 
hearer enter—as a warning, promise, request—while we merely 
mention the propositional content of the utterances. In the cognitive 
use of language, by contrast, we thematize the content of the utterance 
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as a statement about something that is happening in the world (or 
that could be the case), while we express the interpersonal relation 
only indirectly. This incidental character can be seen, for example, 
in the fact that in English the explicit form of assertion (“I am 
asserting (to you) that ...”), although grammatically correct, is rare 
in comparison to the short form that disregards the interpersonal 
relation. 

As the content is thematized in the cognitive use of language, only 
speech acts in which propositional contents can assume the explicit 
form of propositional sentences are permitted. With these constative 
speech acts, we raise a truth claim for the proposition asserted. In 
the interactive use of language, in which the interpersonal relation 
is thematically stressed, we refer in various ways to the validity of the 
normative background of the speech act. 

For this latter use, the (authorized) command has a paradigmatic 
significance similar to that of the assertion for the cognitive use of 
language. Truth is merely the most conspicuous—not the only— 
validity claim reflected in the formal structures of speech. The illo- 
cutionary force of the speech act, which generates a legitimate (or 
illegitimate) interpersonal relation between the participants, is de- 
rived from the binding and bonding force (bindende Kraft) of recog- 
nized norms of action (or of evaluation); to the extent that a speech 
act is an action, it actualizes an already established pattern of rela- 
tions. The validity of a normative background of institutions, roles, 
socioculturally habitualized forms of life—that is, of conventions—is 
always already presupposed. This by no means holds true only for 
institutionally bound speech acts such as betting, greeting, christen- 
ing, appointing, and the like, each of which satisfies a specific norm 
of action (or a narrowly circumscribed class of norms). In promises, 
too, in recommendations, prohibitions, prescriptions, and the like, 
which are not regulated from the outset by institutions, the speaker 
implies a validity claim that must, if the speech acts are to succeed, 
be covered by existing norms, and that means by (at least) de facto 
recognition of the claim that these norms rightfully exist. This internal 
relation between the validity claims implicitly raised in speech acts 
and the validity of their normative background is emphasized in the 
interactive use of language, just as is the truth claim in the cognitive 
use of language. 
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Just as only constative speech acts are permitted for the cognitive 
use of language, so for the interactive use of language only those 
speech acts are permitted that characterize a specific relation that 
speaker and hearer can adopt to the normative contexts of their 
action. I call these regulative speech acts.®® With the illocutionary 
force of speech acts, the normative validity claim—rightness or ap- 
propriateness (Richtigkeit, Angemessenheit) —is built just as universally 
into the structures of speech as the truth claim. But the validity claim 
of a normative background is explicitly invoked only in regulative 
speech acts (in commands and admonitions, in prohibitions and 
refusals, in promises and agreements, notifications, excuses, recom- 
mendations, admissions, and so forth). The truth reference of the 
mentioned propositional content remains, by contrast, merely im- 
plicit; it pertains only to its existential presuppositions. Conversely, 
in constative speech acts, which explicitly raise a truth claim, the 
normative validity claim remains implicit, although these too (e.g., 
reports, explications, communications, elucidations, narrations, and 
so forth) must correspond to an established pattern of relations— 
that is, they must be covered by a recognized normative back- 
ground—if the interpersonal relations intended with them are to 
come to pass. 

It seems to me that what Austin had in mind with his (later 
abandoned) classification of speech acts into constative versus per- 
formative utterances is captured in the distinction between the cog- 
nitive and the interactive uses of language. In the cognitive use of 
language, with the help of constative speech acts, we thematize the 
propositional content of an utterance; in the interactive use of lan- 
guage, with the help of regulative speech acts, we thematize the kind 
of interpersonal relation established. The difference in thematiza- 
tion results from stressing one of the validity claims universally inher- 
ent in speech, that is, from the fact that in the cognitive use of 
language we raise truth claims for propositions and in the interactive 
use of language we lay claim to (or contest) the validity of a norma- 
tive background for interpersonal relations. Austin himself did not 
draw this consequence because, on the one hand, he took only one 
universal validity claim into consideration, namely, propositional 
truth interpreted in terms of the correspondence theory of truth; 
but he wanted, on the other hand, to make this single validity claim 
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compatible with many types of speech acts (and not just constative 
speech acts). In his words: “If, then, we loosen up our ideas of truth 
and falsity we shall see that statements, when assessed in relation to 
the facts, are not so different after all from pieces of advice, warn- 
ings, verdicts and so on.”*® To be sure, this loosening up of the ideas 
of truth and falsity in favor of a broad dimension of evaluation, in 
which an assertion can just as well be characterized as exaggerated 
or precise or inappropriate as true or false, results, on the other 
hand, in the assimilation of all validity claims to the universal validity 
claim of propositional truth. “We see that, when we have an order 
or a warning or a piece of advice, there is a question about how this 
is related to fact which is not perhaps so different from the kind of 
question that arises when we discuss how a statement is related to 
fact.” It seems to me that Austin confuses the validity claim of 
propositional truth, which can be understood in the first instance in 
terms of a correspondence between statements and facts, with the 
validity claim of normative rightness, which cannot in any way be 
interpreted in terms of the correspondence theory of truth. 

To the extent that warnings or pieces of advice rest on predictions, 
they are part of a cognitive use of language. Whether those involved 
were right to utter certain warnings or pieces of advice in a given 
situation depends in this case on the truth of the corresponding 
predictions. As part of an interactive use of language, warnings and 
pieces of advice can also have a normative meaning. Then the right 
to issue certain warnings and advice depends on whether the pre- 
supposed norms to which they refer are valid (that is, are intersub- 
jectively recognized) or not (and, at a next stage, ought or ought not 
to be valid, that is, intersubjectively recognized). 

Most types of speech acts, however, can be correlated with a single 
mode of language use. Whether an estimate is good or bad clearly 
depends on the truth of a corresponding statement; estimates usu- 
ally appear in the cognitive use of language. Likewise, whether the 
verdict of a court, the reprimand of a person, or the command of a 
superior to a subordinate with regard to certain behavior are “justly” 
pronounced, “deservedly” delivered, or “rightfully” given depends 
just as clearly on whether a recognized norm has been correctly 
applied to a given case (or whether the right norm has been applied 
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to the case); legal verdicts, reprimands, and orders can only be part 
of an interactive use of language. Austin himself once considered the 
objection that different validity claims are at work in these cases: 


Allowing that, in declaring the accused guilty, you have reached your verdict 
properly and in good faith, it still remains to ask whether the verdict was 
just, or fair. Allowing that you had the right to reprimand him as you did, 
and that you have acted without malice, one can still ask whether your 
reprimand was deserved. . . . There is one thing that people will be particu- 
larly tempted to bring up as an objection against any comparison between 
this second kind of criticism and the kind appropriate to statements, and 
that is this: aren’t these questions about something’s being good, or just, or 
fair, or deserved entirely distinct from questions of truth and falsehood? 
That, surely, is a very simple black-and-white business; either the utterance 
corresponds to the facts or it doesn’t, and that’s that?! 


In compressing the universal validity claim of truth together with 
a host of particular evaluative criteria into a single class, Austin 
blurred the distinction between the clear-cut universal validity claims 
of propositional truth and normative rightness (and truthfulness). 
But this proves to be unnecessary if in a given speech act we distin- 
guish among 


a. the implicitly presupposed general contextual conditions, 


b. the specific meaning of the interpersonal relation to be estab- 
lished, and 


c. the implicitly raised general validity claim. 


Whereas a. and b. fix the distinct classes (different in different 
languages) of standardized speech acts, c. determines the universal 
modes of communication, that is, modes inherent in speech in 
general. 

Before going into a. and b., I would like at least to remark that 
the Austinian starting point of the distinction between performative 
and constative utterances provides an overly narrow view; the validity 
spectrum of speech is not exhausted by the two modes of communi- 
cation that I developed from this distinction. Naturally, there can be 
no mode of communication in which the comprehensibility of an 
utterance is thematically stressed; for every speech act must fulfill 
the presupposition of comprehensibility in the same way. If in some 
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communication there is a breakdown of intelligibility, the require- 
ment of comprehensibility can be made thematic only through pass- 
ing over to a hermeneutic discourse, and then in connection with 
the relevant linguistic system. The truthfulness with which a speaker 
expresses her intentions can, however, be emphasized at the level of 
communicative action in the same way as the truth of a proposition 
and the rightness (or appropriateness) of an interpersonal relation. 
Truthfulness guarantees the transparency of a subjectivity repre- 
senting itself in language. It is especially emphasized in the expressive 
use of language. The paradigms are first-person sentences in which 
the speaker’s wishes, feelings, intentions, etc. (which are expressed 
incidentally in every speech act) are thematized as such, disclosing 
subjective experiences such as 


(3) “I long for you.” 
(4) “I wish that...” 


It is unusual for such sentences to be explicitly embedded in an 
illocutionary act: 


(3’) “I hereby express to you that I long for you.” 


The interpersonal relation, which can take on the function of 
self-representation, is not thematic in the expressive use of language 
and thus need be mentioned only in situations in which the presup- 
position of the speaker’s truthfulness is not taken for granted; for 
this, avowals are the paradigm: 


(5) “I must confess to you that... .” 
(6) “I don’t want to conceal from you that... .” 


For this reason, expressive speech acts such as disclosing, concealing, 
revealing, and the like cannot be correlated with the expressive use 
of language (which can, in a way, dispense with illocutionary acts) 
in the same manner as constative speech acts are correlated with the 
cognitive use of language and regulative speech acts with the inter- 
active. Nevertheless, truthfulness, too, is a universal implication of 
speech, as long as the presuppositions of communicative action in 
general are not suspended, In the cognitive use of language the 
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speaker must, in a trivial sense, truthfully express his thoughts, opin- 
ions, assumptions, and so forth; however, in asserting a proposition, 
what matters is not the truthfulness of his intentions but the truth 
of the proposition. Similarly, in the interactive use of language, the 
speaker expresses the intention of promising, reprimanding, refus- 
ing, and so forth; but in bringing about an interpersonal relation 
with a hearer, the truthfulness of his intention is only a necessary 
condition, whereas what is important is that the action fit a recog- 
nized normative context. 
Thus we have the following correlations: 


Type of 
Mode of speech Thematic 
communication act Theme validity claim 
Cognitive Constatives Propositional Truth 
content 
Interactive Regulatives Interpersonal Rightness, 
relation appropriateness 
Expressive Avowals Speaker’s Truthfulness 
intention 


N.B.: The modes of language use can be demarcated from one 
another only paradigmatically. I am not claiming that every se- 
quence of speech acts can be unequivocally classified under these 
viewpoints. I am claiming only that every competent speaker has in 
principle the possibility of unequivocally selecting one mode be- 
cause with every speech act she must raise four universal validity 
claims, so that she can single out one of three universal validity 
claims in order to thematize a component of speech. 


The Rational Foundation of Illocutionary Force 


Having elucidated the meaning structure and validity basis of basic 
types of speech acts, I would like to return to the question, in what 
does the illocutionary force of an utterance consist? At this stage, we 
know only what it results in if the speech act succeeds—in bringing 
about an interpersonal relation. Austin and Searle analyzed illocu- 
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tionary force by looking for conditions of success or failure of speech 
acts. An uttered content receives a specific communicative function 
through the fact that the standard conditions for the coming about 
of a corresponding interpersonal relation are fulfilled. With the 
illocutionary act, the speaker makes an offer that can be accepted 
or rejected. The attempt a speaker makes with an illocutionary act 
may founder for contingent reasons on the refusal of the addressee 
to enter into the proffered relationship. This case is of no interest 
in the present context. We shall be concerned with the other case, 
in which the speaker himself is responsible for the failure of the 
speech act because the utterance is unacceptable. When the speaker 
makes an utterance that manifestly contains no serious offer, he 
cannot count on the relationship intended by him coming about. 

I shall speak of the success of a speech act only when the hearer 
not only understands the meaning of the sentence uttered but also 
actually enters into the relationship intended by the speaker. And I 
shall analyze the conditions for the success of speech acts in terms 
of their “acceptability.” Since I have restricted my examination from 
the outset to communicative action—that is, action oriented toward 
reaching understanding—a speech act counts as acceptable only if 
the speaker not merely feigns but sincerely makes a serious offer.”? 
A serious offer demands a certain commitment on the part of the 
speaker. But before going into this, I would like to mention addi- 
tional reasons for the unacceptability of illocutionary acts. 

Austin developed his doctrine of “infelicities” primarily on the 
basis of institutionally bound speech acts; for this reason, the exam- 
ples of “misfires” (i.e., misinvocations, misexecutions, misapplica- 
tions) are typical for all possible cases of rule violation. Thus, the 
unacceptability of speech acts can stem from transgressions of un- 
derlying norms of action. If in a wedding ceremony a priest recites 
the prescribed marriage formula incorrectly or not at all, the mis- 
take lies at the same level as, let us say, the command of a university 
lecturer in class to one of her students, who can reply to her (rightly, 
let us assume): “You can indeed request a favor of me, but you 
cannot command me.” The conditions of acceptability are not 
fulfilled; but in both cases, these conditions are defined by the 
presupposed norms of action. We are looking, by contrast, for condi- 
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tions of acceptability that lie within the institutionally unbound 
speech act itself. 

Searle analyzed the conventional presuppositions of different 
types of speech acts that must be fulfilled if their illocutionary force 
is to be comprehensible and acceptable. Under the title “prepara- 
tory rules,” he specifies generalized or restricted coniexts for possible 
types of speech acts. A promise, for example, is not acceptable if the 
following conditions, among others, are not fulfilled: (a) 7 (the 
hearer) prefers S's (the speaker’s) doing A (a specific action) to his 
not doing A, and S moreover believes this to be the case; (b) it is not 
obvious to both Sand H that S would do A anyhow in the normal 
course of events.” If conventional presuppositions of this kind are 
not fulfilled, the act of promising is pointless, that is, the attempt by 
a speaker to carry out the illocutionary act anyway makes no sense 
and is condemned to failure from the outset.” 

The general contextual conditions for institutionally unbound 
speech acts are to be distinguished from the conditions for applying 
established norms of action.” The two sets of conditions of applica- 
tion, those for types of speech acts and those for established norms 
of action, must vary (largely) independently of one another if (insti- 
tutionally unbound) speech acts are to represent a repertory from 
which the acting subject, with the help of a finite number of types, 
can put together any number of norm-conformative actions. 

To be sure, the peculiar force of the illocutionary—which in the 
case of institutionally unbound speech acts cannot be derived directly 
from the validity of established norms of action—cannot be ex- 
plained by means of the speech-act-typical contextual restrictions. It 
is possible to explain this force only with the help of the specific 
presuppositions that Searle introduces under the title “essential 
rules.” In doing so, he admittedly appears to achieve no more than 
a paraphrase of the meaning of the corresponding performative 
verbs (for example, requests: “count as an attempt to get H to do A;” 
or questions: “count as an attempt to elicit information from A”). It 
is interesting, however, that common to these circumscriptions is the 
specification, “count as an attempt... .” The essential presupposi- 
tion for the success of an illocutionary act consists in the speaker’s 
taking on a specific commitment (Engagement), so that the hearer can 


84 
Chapter 1 


rely on him. An utterance can count as a promise, assertion, request, 
question, or avowal if and only if the speaker makes an offer that he 
is ready to make good insofar as it is accepted by the hearer. The 
speaker must commit himself, that is, indicate that in certain situ- 
ations he will draw certain consequences for action. The type of 
obligation determines the content of the commitment, from which 
the sincerity of the commitment is to be distinguished.°® This condi- 
tion, introduced by Searle as the “sincerity rule,” must always be 
fulfilled in the case of action oriented toward reaching under- 
standing. Thus, in what follows I shall, in speaking of the speaker’s 
commitment, presuppose both that the commitment has a specific 
content and that the speaker sincerely is willing to take on his 
commitment. So far as I can see, previous analyses of speech acts 
have been unsatisfactory, as they have not clarified the commitment 
of the speaker on which the acceptability of his utterance specifically 
depends. 

The discernible and sincere readiness of the speaker to enter into 
a specific kind of interpersonal binding and bonding relationship 
has, compared with the general contextual conditions, a peculiar 
status. The restricted contexts that specific types of speech acts pre- 
suppose must (a) exist and (b) be supposed to exist by those in- 
volved. Thus, the following two statements must hold: (a) a 
statement to the effect that certain contexts obtain, indeed those 
required by the type of speech act in question; and (b) a statement 
to the effect that speaker and hearer suppose these contexts to 
obtain. Interestingly, it does not make sense to analyze the specific 
presupposition of the speaker’s commitment in the same way, that 
is, so that the following two statements would hold: (a) a statement 
to the effect that there is a certain commitment on the part of the 
speaker; and (b) a statement to the effect that the hearer supposes 
this commitment on the part of the speaker to obtain. One could 
choose this strategy of analysis; but I regard it as unsuitable. It would 
suggest that we speak of the existence of a commitment on the part 
of a speaker in the same sense as we speak of the existence of 
restricted contexts. I can ascertain in an appropriate manner 
through observation or questioning whether certain contexts ob- 
tain; on the other hand, I can only test whether a speaker commits 
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herself in a specific way and takes on obligations concerning certain 
consequences for action; I can establish at best wheiher there are 
sufficient indicators for the conjecture that the offer would with- 
stand testing. 

The binding and bonding relationship into which the speaker is 
willing to enter with the performance of an illocutionary act signifies 
a guarantee that, in consequence of her utterance, she will fulfill 
certain conditions—for example, regard a question as settled when 
a satisfactory answer is given; drop an assertion when it proves to be 
false; follow her own advice when she finds herself in the same 
situation as the hearer; place emphasis on a request when it is not 
complied with; act in accordance with an intention disclosed by an 
avowal, and so on. Thus, the illocutionary force of an acceptable speech act 
consists in the fact that it can move a hearer to rely on the speech-act-typical 
obligations of the speaker But if illocutionary force has more than a 
merely suggestive influence, what can motivate the hearer to base 
his action on the premise that the speaker seriously intends the 
commitment she indicates? When it is a question of institutionally 
bound speech acts, he can perhaps rely on the binding and bonding 
force of an established norm of action. In the case of institutionally 
unbound speech acts, however, illocutionary force cannot be traced 
back directly to the binding force of the normative background. I 
would thus like to propose the thesis that the illocutionary force with 
which the speaker, in carrying out her speech act, influences the 
hearer can be understood only if, over and above individual speech 
acts, we take into consideration the “yes” or “no” responses of the 
hearer to the validity claims raised at least implicitly by the speaker. 

With their illocutionary acts, speaker and hearer raise validity 
claims and demand that they be recognized. But this recognition 
need not follow irrationally, since the validity claims have a cognitive 
character and can be tested. I would like, therefore, to defend the 
following thesis: /n the final analysis, the speaker can illocutionarily 
influence the hearer, and vice versa, because speech-act-typical obligations are 
connected unth cognitively testable validity claims—that is, because the 
reciprocal binding and bonding relationship has a rational basis. 
The speaker who commits herself normally connects the specific 
sense in which she would like to take up an interpersonal relation- 
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ship with a thematically stressed validity claim and thereby chooses 
a specific mode of communication. Thus, the content of the 
speaker’s commitment is determined by both of the following: 


« the specific meaning of the interpersonal relation that is to be 
established, and 


e a thematically stressed universal validity claim. 


In this way, assertions, descriptions, classifications, estimates, pre- 
dictions, objections, and the like have, respectively, specific modal 
meanings; but the claim put forward in these different interpersonal 
relations is, or is based on, the truth of corresponding propositions 
or on the ability of a subject to have cognitions. Correspondingly, 
requests, orders, admonitions, promises, agreements, excuses, ad- 
missions, and the like have a specific modal meaning; but the claim 
put forward in these different interpersonal relationships is, or re- 
fers to, the rightness of norms or to the ability of a subject to assume 
responsibility. We might say that in different speech acts the content 
of the speaker’s commitment is determined by a specific way of appealing 
to the same, thematically stressed, universal validity claim. And, since as a 
result of this appeal to universal validity claims, the speech-act-typical 
obligations take on the character of obligations to provide grounds 
or to prove trustworthy, the hearer can be rationally motivated by 
the speaker’s signaled commitment to accept the latter’s offer. I 
would like to elucidate this for each of the three modes of commu- 
nication. 

In the cognitive use of language, the speaker proffers a speech- 
act-immanent obligation to provide grounds ( Begriindungsverpflichtung) . 
Constative speech acts contain the offer to recur if necessary to the 
experiential source from which the speaker draws the certainty that his 
statement is true. If this immediate grounding does not dispel an ad 
hoc doubt, the persistently problematic truth claim can become the 
subject of a theoretical discourse. In the interactive use of language, 
the speaker proffers a speech-act-immanent obligation to provide 
justification ( Rechtfertigungsverpflichtung). Of course, regulative speech 
acts contain only the offer on the part of the speaker to indicate, if 
necessary, the normative context that gives him the conviction that his 
utterance is right. Again, if this immediate justification does not 
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dispel an ad hoc doubt, we can pass over to the level of discourse, 
in this case, practical discourse. In such a discourse, however, the 
subject of discursive examination is not the rightness claim directly 
connected with the speech act, but the validity claim of the underly- 
ing norm. Finally, in the expressive use of language, the speaker also 
enters into a speech-act-immanent obligation, namely, the obligation 
to prove trustworthy (Bewährungsverpflichtung)—that is, to show in the 
consequences of his action that he has expressed just that intention 
that actually guides him. In case the immediate assurance expressing 
what is evident to the speaker himself cannot dispel ad hoc doubts, 
the truthfulness of the utterance can be checked only against the 
consistency of his subsequent behavior. In the consequences of his 
action, the obligation taken on with the speech act itself is proven 
to have been met—and not the validity of a claim that, as in the case 
of the normative background, is anchored outside of the utterance. 

Every speech-act-immanent obligation can be made good at two 
levels, namely, directly, in the context of utterance—whether 
through recourse to an experiential certainty, through indicating a 
corresponding normative background, or through assurance of what 
is subjectively evident—and indirectly, in discourse or in the sequel 
of consistent actions. But only in the case of the obligations to 
ground and to prove trustworthy, into which we enter with constative 
and with expressive speech acts, do we refer—on both levels—to the 
same truth and truthfulness claim. The obligation to justify, into 
which we enter with regulative speech acts, refers directly to the 
claim that the speech act performed fits an existing normative back- 
ground; whereas with the entrance into practical discourse, the topic 
of discussion is the validity of the norm itself from which the 
speaker’s rightness claim is merely derived. 

Our reflections have led to the following provisional results: 


a. A speech act succeeds, that is, it brings about the interpersonal 
relation that S intends with it, if it is: 

+ comprehensible and acceptable, and 

« accepted by the hearer. 


b. The acceptability of a speech act depends on (among other 
things) the fulfillment of two pragmatic presuppositions: 
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e the existence of speech-act-typical restricted contexts (preparatory 
rule); and 


+ a recognizable commitment on the part of the speaker to enter 
into certain speech-act-typical obligations (essential rule, sincerity 
rule). 

c. The illocutionary force of a speech act consists in its capacity to 
move a hearer to act under the premise that the commitment sig- 
nalled by the speaker is seriously meant: 


« in the case of institutionally bound speech acts, the speaker can 
borrow this force directly from the obligating force of existing 
norms; 


« in the case of institutionally unbound speech acts, the speaker can 
develop this force by motivating the hearer to the recognition of 
validity claims. 


d. Speaker and hearer can reciprocally motivate one another to 
recognize validity claims because the content of the speaker’s com- 
mitment is determined by a specific way of appealing to a themati- 
cally stressed validity claim, whereby the speaker, in a testable way, 
assumes: 


« with a truth claim, obligations to provide grounds; 
e with a rightness claim, obligations to provide justification; and 


e with a truthfulness claim, obligations to prove trustworthy. 
A Model of Linguistic Communication 


The analysis of what Austin called the illocutionary force of an 
utterance leads us back to the validity basis of speech. Institutionally 
unbound speech acts owe their illocutionary force to a cluster of 
validity claims that must be raised reciprocally by speaker and hearer, 
and be recognized by them as justified, if grammatical (that is, 
comprehensible) sentences are to be employed in such a way as to 
result in successful communication. A participant in communication 
acts with an orientation toward reaching understanding only under 
the condition that, in employing comprehensible sentences, he 
raises with his speech acts three validity claims in an acceptable way. 
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He claims truth for the stated propositional content or for the 
existential presuppositions of a mentioned propositional content. 
He claims rightness (or appropriateness) for norms (or values) that, 
in a given context, justify an interpersonal relation that is to be 
established performatively. Finally, he claims truthfulness for the 
subjective experiences (Erlebnisse) expressed. Of course, individual 
validity claims can be thematically stressed: the truth of the proposi- 
tional content comes to the fore in the cognitive use of language, 
the rightness (or appropriateness) of the interpersonal relation in 
the interactive, and the truthfulness of the speaker in the expressive. 
But in every instance of communicative action the system of all four 
validity claims comes into play; they must always be raised simultane- 
ously and recognized as justified, although they cannot all be the- 
matic at the same time. 

The universality of the validity claims inherent in the structure of 
speech can perhaps be elucidated with reference to the systematic 
place of language. Language is the medium through which speakers 
and hearers realize certain fundamental demarcations. The subject 
demarcates herself (i) from an environment that she objectifies in 
the third-person attitude of an observer; (ii) from an environment 
that she conforms to or deviates from in the performative attitude 
of a participant; (iii) from her own subjectivity that she expresses or 
conceals in the first-person attitude; and finally (iv) from the me- 
dium of language itself. For these domains of reality I have proposed 
the somewhat arbitrarily chosen terms external nature, society, internal 
nature, and language. The validity claims unavoidably implied in 
every speech act show that in speech oriented toward reaching un- 
derstanding these four regions must always simultaneously appear. I 
shall characterize the way in which these regions appear with a few 
phenomenological indications. 

By external nature I mean the objectivated segment of reality that 
the adult subject (even if only indirectly) is able to perceive and 
manipulate. The subject can, of course, adopt an objectivating atti- 
tude not only toward inanimate nature but toward all objects and 
states of affairs that are directly or indirectly accessible to sensory 
experience. Society designates that symbolically prestructured seg- 
ment of reality that the adult subject can understand in a nonobjec- 
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tivating attitude, that is, as one acting communicatively (as a partici- 
pant in a system of communication). Legitimate interpersonal rela- 
tions belong here, as do sentences and actions, institutions, 
traditions, cultural values, objectivations in general with a semantic 
content, as well as the speaking and acting subjects themselves. We 
can replace this performative attitude with an objectivating attitude 
toward society; conversely, we can switch to a performative attitude 
in domains in which (today) we normally behave objectivatingly— 
for example, in relation to animals and plants. I class as internal 
nature all wishes, feelings, intentions, and so forth to which an “I” 
has privileged access and can express as its own subjective experi- 
ences. It is precisely in this expressive attitude that the “I” knows 
itself not only as subjectivity but also as an authority that has always 
already transcended the bounds of mere subjectivity in cognition, 
language, and interaction simultaneously. To be sure, if the subject 
adopts an objectivating attitude toward herself, this distorts the sense 
in which intentions can be expressed as my intentions.’ 

Finally, I introduced the medium of our utterances as a region of 
its own; precisely because language (including nonpropositional sym- 
bol systems) remains in a peculiar half-transcendence in the perfor- 
mance of our communicative actions and expressions, it presents 
itself to the speaker and actor (preconsciously) as a segment of 
reality sui generis. Again, this does not preclude our being able to 
adopt, in regard to linguistic utterances or systems of symbols, either 
an objectivating attitude directed to the material substratum or a 
performative attitude directed to the semantic content of illocution- 
ary acts. 

The model intuitively introduced here is that of a communication 
in which grammatical sentences are embedded, by way of universal 
validity claims, in three relations to reality, thereby assuming the 
corresponding pragmatic functions of representation, establishing 
interpersonal relations, and expressing one’s own subjectivity. 

External nature refers to everything that can be explicitly asserted 
as the content of statements. Here, “objectivity” might designate the 
way in which objectified reality appears in speech. And “truth” is the 
claim with which we assert validity for a corresponding proposition. 
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The social reality of norms of action and values enters speech by way 
of the illocutionary components of speech acts (penetrating through 
the performative attitude of the speaker and hearer, as it were) as a 
slice of nonobjectified reality. In the same manner, the internal nature 
of the subjects involved manifests itself in speech by way of speakers’ 
intentions as a further slice of nonobjectified reality. I would like to 
propose the terms “normativity” and “subjectivity” for the way in 
which nonobjectified society or, as the case may be, nonobjectified 
inner nature appears in speech. “Rightness” is the claim with which 
we assert validity for the normativity of an utterance; “truthfulness” 
is the claim with which we assert validity for the intention expressed 
in that utterance. In this way, the general structures of speech ensure 
not only a reference to objectified reality, they equally open up space 
for the normativity of utterances as well as the subjectivity of the 
intentions expressed therein. Finally, I use the term “intersubjectiv- 
ity” to refer to the commonality established between subjects capable 
of speech and action by way of the understanding of identical 
meanings and the recognition of universal claims. With respect to 
intersubjectivity, the claim for which validity is asserted is compre- 
hensibility—this is the validity claim specific to speech. 

We can examine every utterance to see whether it is true or 
untrue, justified or unjustified, and truthful or untruthful because 
in speech, no matter what the emphasis, grammatical sentences are 
embedded in relations to reality in such a way that in an acceptable 
speech act segments of external nature, society, and internal nature 
always appear simultaneously. Language itself also appears in speech, 
for speech is a medium in which the linguistic means that are em- 
ployed instrumentally are also reflected. In speech, speech sets itself 
off from the regions of external nature, society, and internal nature 
as a reality sui generis, as soon as the sign-substratum, meaning, and 
denotation of a linguistic utterance can be distinguished. 

The following table represents schematically the correlations that 
obtain for 


a. the domains of reality to which every speech act takes up relation, 


b. the attitudes of the speaker prevailing in particular modes of 
communication, 
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c. the validity claims under which the relations to reality are estab- 


lished, and 


d. the general functions that grammatical sentences assume in their 
relations to reality. 


Modes of General 
Domains of | communication: Validity functions of 
reality Basic attitudes claims speech 
“The” world Cognitive: Truth Representation 
of external Objectivating of facts 
nature attitude 
“Our” world Interactive: Rightness Establishment 
of society Conformative of legitimate 

attitude interpersonal 

relations 
“My” world Expressive: Truthfulness Disclosure of 
of internal Expressive speaker’s 
nature attitude subjectivity 
Language - Comprehen- - 
sibility 
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Notes 


1. [Added to 1979 English translation:] Hitherto the term “pragmatics” has referred 
to the analysis of particular contexts of language use and not to the reconstruction 
of universal features of using language (or of employing sentences in utterances). To 
mark this contrast, I introduced a distinction between “empirical” and “universal” 
pragmatics. I am no longer happy with this terminology; the term “formal pragmat- 
ics”—as an extension of “formal semantics”—would serve better. “Formalpragmatik” is 
the term preferred by F. Schütze, Sprache Soziologisch Gesehen, 2 vols. (Munich, 1975); 
cf. the summary, pp. 911-1024. 
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2. [Added to 1979 English translation:] I shall focus on an idealized case of commu- 
nicative action, namely, “consensual interaction,” in which participants share a tradi- 
tion and their orientations are normatively integrated to such an extent that they 
start from the same definition of the situation and do not disagree about the claims 
to validity that they reciprocally raise. The following schema locates the extreme case 
of consensual interaction in a system of different types of social action. Underlying 


Social action 


es ee 


Communicative action Strategic action 


Action oriented toward Consensual Openly strategic Latently strategic 


reaching understanding action action action 
Action Discourse Manipulation Systematically 
distorted 
communication 


this typology is the question of which categories of validity claims participants are 
supposed to raise and react to. 

These action types can be distinguished by virtue of their relations to the validity basis 
of speech: 


a. Communicative versus Strategic Action. In communicative action, a basis of mutually 
recognized validity claims is presupposed; this is not the case in strategic action. In 
the communicative attitude, it is possible to reach a direct mutual understanding 
oriented toward validity claims; in the strategic attitude, by contrast, only an indirect 
mutual understanding via determinative indicators is possible. 


b. Action Oriented toward Reaching Understanding versus Consensual Action. In consen- 
sual action, agreement about implicitly raised validity claims can be presupposed as a 
background consensus by reason of common definitions of the situations; such 
agreement is supposed to be arrived at in action oriented toward reaching under- 
standing. In the latter case strategic elements may be employed under the proviso 
that they are meant to lead to a direct mutual understanding. 


c. Action versus Discourse. In communicative action, it is naively supposed that im- 
plicitly raised validity claims can be vindicated (or made immediately plausible by way 
of question and answer). In discourse, by contrast, the validity claims raised for 
statements and norms are hypothetically bracketed and thematically examined. As 
in communicative action, the participants in discourse retain a cooperative attitude. 


d. Manipulative Action versus Systematically Distorted Communication. Whereas in sys- 
tematically distorted communication at least one of the participants deceives himself 
about the fact that the basis of consensual action is only apparently being maintained, 
the manipulator deceives at least one of the other participants about her own strategic 
attitude, in which she deliberately behaves in a pseudoconsensual manner. 


3. K-O. Apel, “Sprechakttheorie und transzendentale Sprachpragmatik—zur Frage 
ethischer Normen,” in K.-O. Apel, ed., Sprachpragmatik und Philosophie (Frankfurt, 
1976), pp. 10-173. 
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4. In the framework of Southwest German Neo-Kantianism, Emil Lask has earlier 
reconstructed the concept of “transsubjective validity’—in connection with the 
meaning of linguistic expressions, the truth of statements, and the beauty of works 
of art—as worthiness to be recognized. Lask’s philosophy of validity combines motifs 
from Lotze, Bolzano, Husserl, and, naturally, Rickert. “Valid value (geltender Wert) is 
worthiness to be recognized, recognition-value, that which deserves devotion, that to 
which devotion is due, thus that which demands or requires devotion. To be valid is 
value, demand, norm. . . . All such terms as ‘worthiness,’ ‘deserve,’ ‘be due,’ ‘de- 
mand’ are correlative concepts; they point to a subjective behavior corresponding to 
validity: worthy to be treated or regarded in a certain way—this demands a certain 
behavior.” E. Lask, “Zum System der Logik,” Ges. Schriften, vol. 3 (Tübingen, 1924), 
p. 92. 


5. [Editor’s note:] Cf. note 1 above. 


6. Y. Bar-Hillel fails to appreciate this in his critique “On Habermas’s Hermeneutic 
Philosophy of Language,” Synthese 26 (1973): 1-12. His critique is based on a paper 
I characterized as provisional. “Vorbereitende Bemerkungen zu einer Theorie der 
kommunikativen Kompetenz,” in J. Habermas and N. Luhmann, Theorie der Gesell- 
schaft oder Sozialtechnologie (Frankfurt, 1971), pp. 101-141. Bar-Hillel has, I feel, mis- 
understood me on so many points that it would not be fruitful to reply in detail. I 
only hope that in the present sketch I can make my (still strongly programmatic) 
approach clear even to readers who are aggressively inclined and hermeneutically 
not especially open. i 


7. E.g., K-O. Apel, Transformation der Philosophie, vol. 2 (Frankfurt, 1971), pp. 406ff., 
and “Programmatische Bemerkungen zur Idee einer transzendentalen Sprachprag- 
matik,” in Annales Universitatis Tukuensis Sarja, Series B, Osa Tom, 126 (Tuku, 1973), 
pp. 11-35. 


8. Charles Morris, “Foundations of the Theory of Signs,” in Encylopedia of Unified 
Science, vol. 1, no, 2 (Chicago, 1938), and Signs, Language, Behavior (New York, 1955). 


9. Cf. my remarks on Morris in On the Logic of the Social Sciences, trans. S. W. Nicholsen 
and G. A. Stark (Cambridge, Mass., 1988), pp. 63ff. 


10. Y. Bar-Hillel, “Indexical Expressions,” in Aspects of Language (Jerusalem, 1970), 
pp. 69-88, and “Semantics and Communication,” in H. Heidrich, Semantics and Com- 
munication (Amsterdam, 1974), pp. 1-36. Taking Bar-Hillel as his point of departure, 
A. Kasher has proposed a formal representation embedding linguistic expressions in 
extralinguistic contexts. “A Step Forward to a Theory of Linguistic Performance,” in 
Y. Bar-Hillel, ed., Pragmatics of Natural Languages (Dordrecht, 1971), pp. 84-93; cf. 
also R. C. Stalnaker, “Pragmatics,” in D. Davidson and G. Harman, Semantics of Natural 
Language (Dordrecht, 1972), pp. 380-387. 


11. R. M. Hare, The Language of Morals (Oxford, 1952); G. H. von Wright, Norm and 
Action (London, 1963); N. Rescher, Topics in Philosophical Logic (Dordrecht, 1968). 


12. L. Apostel, “A Proposal on the Analysis of Questions,” in Logique et Analyse 12 
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13. S. Toulmin, The Uses of Argument (Cambridge, 1974); W. C. Salmon, The Founda- 
tion of Scientific Inference (Pittsburgh, 1967); cf. the summary chapter on “nondemon- 
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strative inference” in R. P. Botha, The Justification of Linguistic Hypotheses (The Hague, 
1973), pp. 25-72. 


14. F. Kiefer, “On Presuppositions,” in F. Kiefer and N. Ruwet, eds., Generative Gram- 
mar in Europe (Dordrecht, 1973), pp. 218-242; K. H. Ebert, “Prasuppositionen im 
Sprechakt,” in A. ten-Cate and P. Jordens, eds., Papers from the Seventh Linguistic 
Colloquium at Nijmegen (Tübingen, 1973), pp. 45-60; F. Petöfi, Präsuppositionen in 
Linguistik und Philosophie (Frankfurt, 1974). 


15. H. P. Grice, “Logic and Conversation,” in P. Cole and J. L. Morgan, eds., Syntax 
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“The Role of Semantics in a Grammar,” in E. Bach and T. Harms, eds., Universals in 
Linguistic Theory (New York, 1968), pp. 125-170; D. Wunderlich, “Sprechakte,” in 
U. Maas and D. Wunderlich, Pragmatik und sprachliches Handeln (Frankfurt, 1972), 
pp. 69-188, and “Zur Konventionalität von Sprechhandlungen,” in D. Wunderlich, 
ed., Linguistische Pragmatik (Frankfurt, 1972), pp. 11-58. 
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24. Cf. the bibliography by E. von Savigny, in J. L. Austin, Zur Theorie der Sprechakte 
(Stuttgart, 1972), pp. 203ff. 
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Ways of Words (Cambridge, Mass., 1989), pp. 117££.; D. K. Lewis, Convention (Cam- 
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27. Habermas, On the Logic of the Social Sciences, pp. 8A. 
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30. R. Carnap and W. Stegmüller, Induktive Logik und Wahrscheinlichkeit (Wien, 1959), 
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31. D. Wunderlich, Grundlagen der Linguistik (Hamburg, 1974), p. 209. 
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33. N. Chomsky, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax (Cambridge, Mass., 1965). 
34. Wunderlich, Grundlagen, pp. 210-218. 


35. Botha, Justification, pp. 75ff., speaks in this connection of external versus internal 
linguistic evidence. 


36. Wunderlich, Grundlagen, p. 216. If I understand him correctly, H. Schnelle gives 
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losphie und Linguistik (Hamburg, 1973), pp. 82-114. 


37. Botha, Justification, p. 224, thinks that a speaker can not only report correct 
linguistic intuitions falsely but can also have false linguistic intuitions; but the con- 
struct of pretheoretical knowledge does nor permit this possibility. I think it makes 
sense to assume that linguistic intuitions can be “false” only if they come from 
incompetent speakers. Another problem is the interplay of grammatical and non- 
grammatical (for example, perceptual) epistemic systems in the formation of diffuse 
judgments about the acceptability of sentences, that is, the question of isolating 
expressions of grammatical rule consciousness or, as the case may be, of isolating 
genuinely linguistic intuitions. Cf. T. G. Bever, “The Ascent of the Specious,” in 
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41. Ibid., pp. 14ff. 


42. In responding to the doubts that Botha raises against the “clear case principle” 
(Justification, p. 224), I would like to reproduce an argument that J. J. Katz and T. G. 
Bever have brought against similar doubts in a paper critical of empiricism, “The Fall 
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(A) S makes it understood in a conventional manner that (that is, S should give the 
advice only if these conditions obtain, and H should accordingly believe that they 
obtain): 


pen 


. S knows, believes, or assumes (depending on preceding communication) that 
a. H finds himself in an unpleasant situation Z; 
b. H wants or desires to reach some other, more pleasant situation Z’ # Z; 
H does not know how Z’ can be reached; 
. His in a position to do a. 


. S believes or assumes that 


onan 


. H does not already want to do a; 


f. H can reach a more pleasant situation Z” (relative optimum) with a than with any 
alternative action a’. 


3. The following obligations are established for H: 

(7) if one of the subconditions listed under (a) through (f) does not obtain (or, 
more precisely, if H knows, believes, or assumes that it does not obtain), then H will 
make this understood to S in a conventional manner. 
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2 


Social Action, Purposive Activity, and 
Communication (1981) 


If we follow Weber’s studies in the sociology of religion, it is an 
empirical—and thus to begin with an open— question why all three 
rationality complexes differentiated out after the disintegration of 
traditional worldviews have not found an institutional embodiment 
to an equal extent in the orders of life of modern societies, and why 
they do not determine the communicative practices of everyday life 
each to the same degree. Through his basic action-theoretic assump- 
tions, however, Weber prejudiced this question in such a way that 
processes of societal rationalization could come into view only from 
the standpoint of purposive rationality. I would like, therefore, to 
discuss the conceptual bottlenecks in his theory of action and to use 
this critique as the starting point for analyzing further the concept 
of communicative action. 

In this sketch I shall not be dealing with the analytic theory of 
action developed in the Anglo-Saxon world.! The studies carried out 
under this title (the results of which I have drawn upon elsewhere?) 
by no means represent a unified approach. What they do have in 
common is the method of conceptual analysis and a relatively narrow 
formulation of the problem. Analytic action theory is fruitful for 
clarifying the structures of purposive activity. However, it is limited 
to the atomistic model of action by an isolated actor and neglects 
the mechanisms for coordinating action through which interper- 
sonal relations come about. It conceptualizes action on the ontologi- 
cal presupposition of exactly one world of existing states of affairs 
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and neglects those actor-world relations that are essential to social 
interaction. As actions are reduced to purposive interventions in the 
objective world, the rationality of means-ends relations stands in the 
foreground. Finally, analytic action theory understands its task to be 
a metatheoretical clarification of basic concepts; it is not concerned 
with the empirical usefulness of basic action-theoretic assumptions 
and thus is scarcely connected with concept formation in the social 
sciences. It generates a set of philosophical problems that are too 
unspecific for the purposes of social theory. 

On the field of analytic action theory, empiricism is repeating 
battles long since fought. Once again there are debates concerning 
the relation of mind and body (idealism versus materialism), con- 
cerning reasons and causes (free will versus determinism), concern- 
ing behavior and action (objectivistic versus nonobjectivistic 
descriptions of action), concerning the logical status of explanations 
of action, concerning causality, intentionality, and so on. To put the 
matter in a pointed way: analytic action theory treats the venerable 
problems of the pre-Kantian philosophy of consciousness in a new 
perspective, without pushing through to the basic questions of a 
sociological theory of action. 

From a sociological point of view, it makes sense to begin with 
communicative action. “The necessity for coordinated action gener- 
ates in society a certain need for communication, which must be met 
if it is to be possible to coordinate actions effectively for the purpose 
of satisfying needs.” Analytic philosophy, with the theory of mean- 
ing at its core, does offer a promising point of departure for a theory 
of communicative action that places linguistic processes of reaching 
understanding (sprachliche Verständigung), as the mechanism for co- 
ordinating action, at the focal point of interest. This is less true of 
the approach to meaning theory that stands closest to action theory 
in one respect, namely, the intentionalist semantics‘ that goes back 
to studies by Grice,’ was further developed by Lewis,® and later was 
worked out by Schiffer’ and Bennett.® This nominalistic theory of 
meaning is not suitable for clarifying the coordinating mechanism 
of linguistically mediated interaction because it analyzes the act of 
reaching understanding according to a model of action oriented 
toward consequences. 
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Intentionalist semantics is based on the counterintuitive idea that 
understanding the meaning of a symbolic expression X can be traced 
back to understanding the intention of speaker S to give hearer H 
to understand something by means of a sign. In this way, a derivative 
mode of reaching understanding, to which speakers can have re- 
course if the direct road to mutual understanding (Verständigung) is 
obstructed, is stylized into the original mode of reaching under- 
standing. The attempt of intentionalist semantics to base the mean- 
ing of the symbolic expression X on what $ means (meint) by X, or 
indirectly gives to understand by X, miscarries. For a hearer to 
understand what S means by X—that is, the meaning (Bedeutung) of 
X—-and for him to be aware of the intention that S is pursuing in 
using X—that is, the purpose that S wants to accomplish with her 
action—are two different things. S will only then have carried out 
successfully her intention of inducing in H a meaning-intention 
(Bedeutungsintention) if H recognizes S’s intention to communicate 
with him and understands what S meant (gemeint hat) in carrying out 
her communicative intention. H, if he knows only the communica- 
tive intention of S, will not understand what S means (meint), that is, 
that concerning which she wants to communicate with him.” 

For a theory of communicative action, only those analytic theories 
of meaning are instructive that start from the structure of linguistic 
expressions rather than from speakers’ intentions. The theory, how- 
ever, must keep in view the problem of how the actions of several 
actors can be linked up with one another with the help of the 
mechanism of reaching understanding, that is, how they can be 
interlaced in social spaces and historical times. The organon model 
of Kar] Buhler is representative of this communication-theoretic line 
of inquiry. Buhler starts from the semiotic model of a linguistic sign 
used by a speaker (sender) with the aim of coming to an under- 
standing with a hearer (receiver) about objects and states of affairs.1° 
He distinguishes three functions of the use of signs: the cognitive 
function of representing a state of affairs, the expressive function of 
making known subjective experiences (Erlebnisse) of the speaker, and 
the appellative function of directing requests to addressees. From 
this perspective, the linguistic sign functions simultaneously as sym- 
bol, symptom, and signal. “It is a symbol in virtue of being correlated 
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with objects and states of affairs, a symptom (indication, index) in 
virtue of its dependence on the sender, whose inwardness it ex- 
presses, and a signal in virtue of its appeal to the hearer, whose 
external or internal behavior it steers like other traffic signs.”"! 

There is no need here to go into the reception and critique of this 
model of language in linguistics and psychology! since the decisive 
developments of it have come, with one exception,!? from the ana- 
lytic philosophy of language. At least the three most important ana- 
lytic theories of meaning can be worked into Bühler’s model in such 
a way that communication theory is further developed from within— 
through the formal analysis of rules for using linguistic expres- 
sions—and not from without—through a cybernetic reformulation 
of the transmission process. This meaning-theoretic line of develop- 
ment of the organon model leads us away from the objectivistic 
conception of processes of reaching understanding as information 
flows between senders and receivers!* and in the direction of the 
formal-pragmatic concept of interaction among subjects capable of 
speaking and acting, interaction that is mediated through acts of 
reaching understanding. 

Linking up with the pragmatist theory of signs introduced by 
Peirce and developed by Morris, Carnap made the symbolic com- 
plex, which Buhler had first considered only functionalistically, ac- 
cessible to an internally directed analysis of language from syntactic 
and semantic points of view. The carriers (Träger) of meaning are 
not isolated signs but elements of a language system, that is, sen- 
tences whose form is determined by syntactic rules and whose se- 
mantic content is determined by the reference to designated objects 
or states of affairs. With Carnap’s logical syntax and the basic as- 
sumptions of reference semantics, the way was opened for a formal 
analysis of the representational function of language. On the other 
hand, Carnap considered the appellative and expressive functions of 
language as pragmatic aspects of language use that should be left to 
empirical analysis. On this view, the pragmatics of language is not 
determined by a general system of reconstructible rules in such a 
way that it could be opened up to conceptual analysis like syntax and 
semantics. 
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The theory of meaning was finally established as a formal science 
only with the step from reference semantics to truth-conditional 
semantics. The semantics founded by Frege and developed through 
the early Wittgenstein to Davidson and Dummett gives center stage 
to the relation between sentence and state of affairs, between lan- 
guage and the world.’° With this ontological turn, semantic theory 
disengaged itself from the view that the representational function 
can be clarified on the model of names that designate objects. The 
meaning of sentences, and the understanding of sentence meanings, 
cannot be separated from language’s inherent relation to the validity 
of statements. Speakers and hearers understand the meaning of a 
sentence when they know under what conditions it is true. Corre- 
spondingly, they understand the meaning of a word when they know 
what contribution that word makes to the capacity for truth of a 
sentence formed with its help. Thus, truth-conditional semantics 
developed the thesis that the meaning of a sentence is determined 
by its truth conditions. The internal connection between the mean- 
ing of a linguistic expression and the validity of a sentence formed 
with its help was first worked out, then, for the dimension of the 
linguistic representation of states of affairs. 

To be sure, this theory is committed to analyzing all sentences on 
the model of assertoric sentences. The limits of this approach be- 
come visible as soon as the different modes of using sentences are 
brought under formal consideration. Frege had already distin- 
guished between the assertoric or interrogative force of assertions or 
questions and the structure of the propositional sentences employed 
in these utterances. Along the line from the later Wittgenstein 
through Austin to Searle, the formal semantics of sentences was 
extended to speech acts. It is no longer limited to the repre- 
sentational function of language but is open to an unbiased analysis 
of the multiplicity of illocutionary forces. The use theory of meaning 
makes the pragmatic aspects of the linguistic expression, too, acces- 
sible to conceptual analysis. The theory of speech acts then marks 
the first step toward a formal pragmatics that extends to noncogni- 
tive modes of employment. At the same time, as the attempts at a 
systematization of speech-act classes from Stenius through Kenny to 
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Searle show, it remains tied to the narrow ontological presupposi- 
tions of truth-conditional semantics. The theory of meaning can 
attain the level of integration of the communication theory that 
Buhler advanced in a programmatic way only if it is able to provide 
a systematic grounding for the appellative and expressive functions 
of language (and perhaps also for the “poetic” function, related to 
the linguistic means themselves, which is emphasized by Jakobson), 
in the same way that truth-conditional semantics has done for the 
representational function. I have taken this path with my reflections 
on universal pragmatics.!® 

Bühler’s theory of language functions could be connected with 
the methods and insights of the analytic theory of meaning and be 
made the centerpiece of a theory of communicative action oriented 
toward reaching understanding if we could generalize the concept 
of validity beyond the truth of propositions and identify validity 
conditions no longer only on the semantic level, for sentences, but 
on the pragmatic level, for utterances. For this purpose, the para- 
digm change in the philosophy of language that was introduced by 
Austin (an illuminating historical account of which has been given 
by Apel)!” must be radicalized in such a way that the break with the 
“logos characterization of language,” that is, with the privileging of 
its representational function, also has consequences for the choice 
of ontological presuppositions in the theory of language. It is not 
merely a question of admitting other modes of language use on an 
equal footing with the assertoric; we have to establish validity claims 
and world relations for these other modes as was done for the 
assertoric mode."? It is with this in mind that I have proposed that 
we do not oppose the illocutionary role to the propositional compo- 
nent, seeing the former as an irrational force and the latter as that 
which grounds validity; rather, we should conceive the illocutionary 
role as the component that specifies which validity claim a speaker is 
raising with her utterance, how she is raising it, and for what. 

With the illocutionary force of an utterance, a speaker can moti- 
vate a hearer to accept the offer contained in her speech act and 
thereby to enter into a rationally motivated binding and bonding rela- 
tionship (Bindung). This conception presupposes that acting and 
speaking subjects can relate to more than only one world, and that 
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when they come to an understanding with one another about some- 
thing in one world, they base their communication on a commonly 
supposed system of worlds. In this connection I have proposed that 
we differentiate the external world into an objective world and a 
social world, and that we introduce the internal world as a comple- 
mentary concept to the external world. The corresponding validity 
claims of truth, rightness, and truthfulness (Wahrhaftigkeit) can then 
serve as a guide in the choice of theoretical perspectives for justify- 
ing the basic modes of language use, or functions of language, and 
classifying the speech acts that vary with individual languages. 
Bühler’s appellative function would accordingly have to be split up 
into regulative and imperative functions. In the regulative use of 
language, participants raise normative validity claims in various ways 
and relate to something in their shared social world; in the impera- 
tive use of language, they relate to something in the objective world, 
whereby the speaker raises a claim to power vis-a-vis the addressee in 
order to get him to act in such a way that the intended state of affairs 
comes into existence. A theory of communication worked out along 
these lines in formal-pragmatic terms could be made fruitful for a 
sociological theory of action if we could show how communicative 
acts—that is, speech acts or equivalent nonverbal expressions—take 
on the function of coordinating action and make their contribution 
to the construction of interactions. 

Finally, communicative action is dependent on situational con- 
texts, which in turn represent segments of the lifeworld of the par- 
ticipants in interaction. The connection of action theory to the basic 
concepts of social theory can be rendered secure only by means of 
the concept of the lifeworld; this can be introduced as a complemen- 
tary concept to communicative action via the analyses of background 
knowledge stimulated by Wittgenstein.!9 

Within the framework of these intermediate reflections, I can at 
best hope to make this program plausible. Starting from two versions 
of Weber’s action theory, I would like first to make clear the central 
importance of the problem of coordinating actions. Following this, 
I shall try to make Austin’s distinction between illocutionary and 
perlocutionary acts fruitful for demarcating action oriented toward 
reaching understanding from action oriented toward success. On 
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the basis of this, I shall examine the illocutionary binding and bond- 
ing (bindende) force of the offers contained in speech acts and the 
role of criticizable validity claims. A discussion of competing propos- 
als for classifying speech acts will serve to confirm my views. Finally, 
I want to show a few of the transitions from the formal-pragmatic 
level of analysis to empirical pragmatics, and, on the basis of the 
relation between the literal and context-dependent meanings of 
speech acts, to explain why the concept of communicative action has 
to be supplemented by a concept of the lifeworld. 


Two Versions of Weber’s Theory of Action 


Weber initially introduces “meaning” (Sinn) as a basic concept of 
action theory and, with the help of this category, distinguishes ac- 
tions from observable behavior: “We shall speak of ‘action’ insofar 
as the acting individual attaches a subjective meaning to his behav- 
ior—be it overt or covert, Omission or acquiescence.””° Weber does 
not rely here on a theory of meaning but on an intentional theory 
of consciousness. He does not elucidate “meaning” in connection 
with the model of linguistic meanings and does not relate it to the 
linguistic medium of possible mutual understanding, but to the 
beliefs and intentions of an acting subject, who is presented in 
isolation to begin with. At this first switchpoint, Weber parts com- 
pany with a theory of communicative action. What counts as funda- 
mental is not the interpersonal relation between at least two 
speaking and acting subjects—a relation that refers back to linguistic 
processes of reaching understanding—but the purposive activity of 
a solitary acting subject. As in intentionalist semantics, the process 
of reaching understanding in language is conceived according to the 
model of teleologically acting subjects reciprocally influencing one 
another. “A language community is represented in the ideal-typical, 
‘purposive-rational’ limit case by numerous individual acts . . . which 
are oriented to the expectation of gaining ‘understanding’ ( Ver- 
ständnis’) from others for an intended meaning.”! Reaching under- 
standing counts as a derivative phenomenon that is to be construed 
with the help of a primitive concept of intention. Thus, Weber starts 
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from a teleological model of action and specifies “subjective mean- 
ing” as a (precommunicative) action intention. An actor can either 
pursue his own interests, such as acquiring power or wealth, or he 
can attempt to live up to values such as piety or human dignity, or 
he can seek satisfaction in living out affects and desires. These utili- 
tarian, value-related, or affectual goals, which are broken down into 
situation-specific purposes, are forms of the subjective meaning that 
acting subjects can connect with their goal-directed activity.” 

Since Weber starts from a monologically conceived model of ac- 
tion, he is unable to introduce the concept of “social action” by way 
of an explication of the concept of meaning. Instead, he has to 
expand the model of purposive activity with two further specifica- 
tions so that the conditions of social interaction are satisfied: (a) an 
orientation toward the behavior of other acting subjects, and (b) a 
reflexive relation to one another of the action orientations of several 
interacting subjects. To be sure, Weber vacillates as to whether he 
should regard condition (a) as sufficient for social interaction or 
should also require (b). In section 1 of Economy and Society he says 
merely: “Action is ‘social’ insofar as its subjective meaning takes 
account of the behavior of others and is thereby oriented in its 
course.”23 On the other hand, in section 3 Weber stresses that the 
action orientations of participants have to be reciprocally related to 
one another: “The term ‘social relationship’ will be used to denote 
the behavior of a plurality of actors insofar as, in its meaningful 
content, the action of each takes account of that of the others and 
is oriented in these terms.”*4 

For the construction of a theory of action, another decision is 
even more important. Should Weber introduce the rationalizable 
aspects of action on the basis of the teleological action model, or 
should the concept of social interaction serve as a basis for that 
purpose? In the first case, Weber has to limit himself to the raticn- 
alizable aspects yielded by the model of purposive activity, that is, to 
the rationality of means and ends. In the second case, the question 
arises whether there are different kinds of reflexive relations of 
action orientations and thus also additional aspects under which 
actions can be rationalized. 
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The Official Version 


Weber distinguishes between purposive-rational, value-rational, af- 
fectual, and traditional action. This typology is based on categories 
of action goals toward which an actor can orient herself in her 
purposive activity: utilitarian, value-related, and affectual goals. Then 
“traditional action” follows as a residual category that is, to begin 
with, not further determined. This typology is obviously guided by 
an interest in distinguishing the degrees to which action is ration- 
alizable. Here, Weber does not start from the social relationship. He 
regards as rationalizable only the means-ends relation of teleologi- 
cally conceived, monological action. If one adopts this perspective, 
the only aspects of action open to objective appraisal are the effective- 
ness of a causal intervention into an existing situation and the truth 
of the empirical statements that underly the maxim or the plan of 
action—that is, the subjective belief about a purposive-rational or- 
ganization of means. Thus Weber chooses purposive-rational (zweck- 
rational) action as the reference point for his typology: 


Social action, like all action, may be oriented in four ways. It may be: (1) 
instrumentally rational (zweckrational), that is, determined by expectations as 
to the behavior of objects in the environment and of other human beings; 
these expectations are used as “conditions” or “means” for the attainment 
of the actor’s own rationally pursued and calculated ends; (2) value-rational 
(wertrational), that is, determined by a conscious belief in the value for its 
own sake of some ethical, aesthetic, religious or other form of behavior, 
independently of its prospects of success; (3) affectual (especially emotional), 
that is, determined by the actor’s specific affects and feeling states; (4) 
traditional, that is, determined by ingrained habituation.” 


If one follows an interpretation advanced by Wolfgang 
Schluchter,”° this typology can be reconstructed in accordance with 
the formal properties of purposive-rational action. An actor behaves 
purposive-rationally when she chooses ends from a clearly articulated 
horizon of values and organizes suitable means in consideration of 
alternative consequences. In the series of types of actions proposed by 
Weber, the range of what the acting subject takes into consideration 
narrows step by step. In value-rational action, the consequences are 
screened out of the subjective meaning and thus withdrawn from 
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Table 2.1 

The official typology of action 

Types of action in Subjective meaning covers these elements: 

descending order 

of rationality Means Ends Values Consequences 
Purposive-rational + + + + 
Value-rational + + + - 

Affectual + + - - 

Traditional + - - - 


rational control; in affectual action, this is true of the consequences 
and the values; in action that is merely habitualized, of the ends as 
well (table 2.1). 

Of course, Weber can accommodate “value-rational” action in this 
construction only by attaching to it a restrictive meaning. This type 
can include only action orientations of an ethics of conviction and 
not of an ethics of responsibility. Moreover, it does not take into 
account the principled character on the basis of which the Protes- 
tant ethic, for example, qualifies as a framework for a methodical 
conduct of life. The posttraditional structures of consciousness that 
Weber finds in ethically rationalized worldviews cannot, on analytic 
grounds alone, be included in an action typology that rests on a 
categorization of nensocial actions; for moral consciousness is related 
to the consensual regulation of interpersonal conflicts of action. 


The Unofficial Version 


When Weber attempts to set up a typology on the conceptual level 
of social action, he encounters additional aspects of the rationality 
of action. Social actions can be distinguished according to the 
mechanisms for coordinating individual actions, for instance, ac- 
cording to whether a social relation is based on interest positions alone 
or also on normative agreement. In this way, Weber distinguishes the 
sheer facticity of an economic order from the social validity of a legal 
order. In the one case, social relations gain stability through a factual 
intermeshing of interest positions; in the other, through the recog- 
nition of normative validity claims. To be sure, coordination of 


116 
Chapter 2 


actions secured, to begin with, merely through a complementarity of 
interests can be superimposed normatively by the addition of “valid- 
ity-based agreement,” that is, by “deference to convention or legal 
norms.”*” Weber elucidates this in connection with the development 
of traditions in the transition from “custom” (Sitte) to “convention”: 
“It is by way of conventional rules that merely factual regularities of 
action, i.e., usages, are frequently transformed into binding norms, 
guaranteed primarily by psychological coercion.”*8 

Interaction based on complementarity of interests exists not only in 
the form of custom—that is, of dull, insensible habituation—but also 
at the level of rational competitive behavior, for example in modern 
commerce, in which participants have formed a clear consciousness 
of the complementarity as well as of the contingency of their interest 
positions. On the other hand, interaction based on normative consen- 
sus does not only take the form of tradition-bound, conventional 
action; thus, the modern legal system is dependent on an enlight- 
ened belief in legitimacy, which rational natural law—with the idea 
of a basic contract among free and equals—traces back to proce- 
dures of rational will-formation. If one pursues these considerations, 
then it makes sense to construe types of social action (a) according 
to the kind of coordination involved, and (b) according to the 
degree of rationality of the social relationship (see table 2.2). 

There are some indications suggesting such a typology in Economy 
and Society,?° there is relatively strong evidence for it in the essay 
“Some Categories of Interpretive Sociology.” I shall not pursue this 
here, however, because Weber does not clearly carry through, at the 
level of the action orientations themselves, the interesting distinc- 
tion between social relations mediated by interest positions and 
those mediated by normative agreement. (I shall remedy this below 
in the section beginning on page 119.) More serious is the fact that 
while Weber does distinguish between tradition-bound and rational 
agreement, he explains this rational agreement inadequately, as we 
have seen above, using the model of arrangements among subjects 
of private law. At any rate, he does not trace it back to the moral- 
practical foundations of discursive will-formation. Otherwise it 
would have become clear at this point that action in society 
(Gesellschaftshandeln) is distinguished from action in community (Ge- 
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Table 2.2 
An alternative typology of action 


Degree of rationality of action 


Coordination Low High 
Through interest positions De facto customary Strategic action 
action (Sitte) (Interessenhandeln) 
Through normative agreement Conventional action Postconventional action 
based on agreement based on agreement 


(Gemeinschaftshandeln) (Gesellschaftshandeln) 


meinschaftshandeln) not through the purposive-rational action orien- 
tations of the participants, but through the higher, postconventional 
stage of moral-pratical rationality. Because he does not do this, a 
specific concept of value-rationality cannot gain the significance for 
action theory that it would have to be accorded if the ethical ration- 
alization that Weber examined at the level of cultural traditions is to 
be grasped in terms of its consequences for systems of social action. 
Weber was not able to make his unofficial typology of action 
fruitful for the question of societal rationalization. The official ver- 
sion, on the other hand, is so narrowly conceived that within its 
framework social action can be assessed only under the aspect of 
purposive rationality. From this conceptual perspective, the ration- 
alization of action systems has to be restricted to the establishment 
and diffusion of types of purposive-rational action specific to subsys- 
tems. If processes of societal rationalization are to be investigated in 
their entire breadth, other action-theoretical foundations are required. 
I would like therefore to take up once again the concept of com- 
municative action expounded in the introduction?! and, by drawing 
upon speech-act theory, to anchor in its conceptual foundations 
those rationalizable aspects of action neglected in Weber’s official 
action theory. In this way, I hope to capture in action-theoretic terms 
the complex concept of rationality that Weber did employ in his 
cultural analyses. I shall be starting from a classification of action 
that relies on the unofficial version of Weber’s action theory insofar 
as social actions are distinguished according to two action orienta- 
tions, corresponding to the coordination of action through interest 
positions and through normative agreement (see table 2.3). 
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Table 2.3 
Types of action 


Action orientation 


Oriented toward Oriented toward reaching 
Action situation success understanding 
Nonsocial Instrumental action _ 
Social Strategic action Communicative action 


The model of purposive-rational action takes as its point of depar- 
ture the view that the actor is primarily oriented toward attaining an 
end (which has been rendered sufficiently precise in terms of pur- 
poses), that he selects means that seem to him appropriate in the 
given situation, and that he calculates other forseeable conse- 
quences of action as secondary conditions of success. Success is 
defined as the occurrence in the world of a desired state, which can, 
in a given situation, be causally effected by goal-oriented action or 
omission. The effects of action that occur comprise the results of 
action (to the extent that the set purpose has been achieved), the 
consequences of action (which the actor foresaw and intended, or 
made allowance for), and the side-effects (which the actor did not 
foresee). We call an action oriented toward success instrumentalwhen 
we consider it under the aspect of following technical rules of action 
and assess the degree of efficiency of an intervention into a complex 
of circumstances and events. We call an action oriented toward 
success strategic when we consider it under the aspect of following 
rules of rational choice and assess the degree of efficiency of its 
influencing the decisions of a rational counterpart in action. Instru- 
mental actions can be connected with social interactions; strategic 
actions are themselves social actions. By contrast, I shall speak of 
communicative action, whenever the plans of action of the actors 
involved are coordinated not through egocentric calculations of 
success but through acts of reaching understanding. In communica- 
tive action, participants are not primarily oriented toward their own 
individual successes; they pursue their individual goals on condition 
that they can harmonize their plans of action on the basis of com- 
mon situation definitions. To this extent the negotiation of defini- 
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tions of the situation is an essential component of the interpretive 
accomplishments required for communicative action. 


Orientation toward Success versus Orientation toward Reaching 
Understanding 


In identifying strategic action and communicative action as types, I 
am assuming that concrete actions can be classified from these 
points of view. I use the terms “strategic” and “communicative” not 
merely to designate two analytic aspects under which one and the 
same action can be described—on the one hand, as a reciprocal 
influencing of one another by agents acting in a purposive-rational 
manner and, on the other hand, as a process of reaching under- 
standing among members of a lifeworld. Rather, social actions can 
be distinguished according to whether the participants adopt either 
a success-oriented attitude or one oriented toward reaching under- 
standing. And, under suitable conditions, these attitudes should be 
identifiable on the basis of the intuitive knowledge of the partici- 
pants themselves. To begin with, therefore, a conceptual analysis of 
the two attitudes is required. 

Within the framework of action theory, conceptual analysis of the 
two attitudes cannot be understood as a psychological task. It is not 
my aim to characterize behavioral dispositions empirically, but to 
grasp general structures of processes of reaching understanding, 
from which conditions for participation can be derived that may be 
characterized formally. To explain what I mean by “an attitude ori- 
ented toward reaching understanding,” I have to analyze the con- 
cept of “reaching understanding” (Verständigung). This is not a 
question of the predicates an observer uses when describing proc- 
esses of reaching understanding, but of the pretheoretical knowl- 
edge of competent speakers, who can themselves distinguish 
intuitively situations in which they are exerting an influence upon 
others from those in which they are coming to an understanding 
with them, and who further know when their attempts at reaching 
understanding fail. If we were able to specify explicitly the standards 
on which the speakers implicitly base these distinctions, we would be 
in a position to explain the concept of reaching understanding. 
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Reaching understanding (Verständigung) is considered to be a 
process of achieving unity (Einigung) among speaking and acting 
subjects. However, a group of persons can feel at one in a mood that 
is so diffuse that it is difficult to specify the propositional content or 
the intentional object to which it is directed. Such a collective like- 
mindedness (Gleichgestimmtheit) does not satisfy the conditions for 
the type of agreement (Einverständnis) in which attempts at reaching 
understanding terminate when they are successful. A communica- 
tively achieved agreement, or one that is mutually presupposed in 
communicative action, is propositionally differentiated. Owing to 
this linguistic structure, it cannot merely be induced through out- 
side influence; it has to be accepted (or presupposed) as valid by the 
participants. To this extent it can be distinguished from merely de 
facto accord (Übereinstimmung). Processes of reaching understanding 
aim at an agreement that meets the conditions of rationally moti- 
vated assent (Zustimmung) to the content of an utterance. A commu- 
nicatively achieved agreement has a rational basis; it cannot be 
imposed by either party, whether instrumentally through interven- 
tion in the situation directly, or strategically through exerting 
influence on the decisions of one party on the basis of a calculation 
of success. Agreement can indeed objectively be obtained by force; 
but what comes to pass manifestly through outside influence or the 
use of violence cannot subjectively count as agreement. Agreement 
rests on common convictions. The speech act of one person succeeds 
only if the other accepts the offer contained in it by taking (however 
implicitly) a “yes” or “no” position on a validity claim that is in 
principle criticizable. Both Ego, who raises a validity claim with his 
utterance, and Alter, who recognizes or rejects it, base their decisions 
on potential reasons. 

If we were not in a position to refer to the model of speech, we 
could not even begin to analyze what it means for two subjects to 
come to an understanding with one another. Reaching under- 
standing is the inherent telos of human language (Sprache). To be 
sure, language and reaching understanding are not related to one 
another as means to end. But we can explain the concept of reach- 
ing understanding only if we specify what it means to use sentences 
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with a communicative intent. The concepts of speaking and reaching 
understanding reciprocally interpret one another. For this reason, 
we can analyze the formal-pragmatic features of the attitude ori- 
ented toward reaching understanding in connection with the model 
of the attitude of participants in communication, one of whom—in 
the simplest case—carries out a speech act, to which the other takes 
a “yes” or “no” position (even though utterances in the communica- 
tive practices of everyday life usually do not have a standard linguis- 
tic form and often have no verbal form at all). 

If we approach the task of distinguishing actions oriented toward 
success from actions oriented toward reaching understanding by way 
of an analysis of speech acts, we encounter the following difficulty. 
On the one hand, we are regarding the communicative acts, with the 
help of which speakers and hearers come to an understanding about 
something, as a mechanism for coordinating actions. The concept 
of communicative action is presented in such a way that the acts of 
reaching understanding, which link the teleologically structured 
plans of action of different participants and thereby first combine 
individual acts into an interaction complex, cannot themselves be 
reduced to teleological actions. To this extent, the paradigmatic 
concept of linguistically mediated interaction is incompatible with a 
theory of meaning that, like intentionalist semantics, tries to concep- 
tualize reaching understanding as the solution to a problem of co- 
ordination among subjects acting with an orientation toward success. 
On the other hand, not every linguistically mediated interaction is 
an example of action oriented toward reaching understanding. 
Without doubt, there are countless cases of indirect mutual under- 
standing (indirekte Verständigung), whether where one subject, in giv- 
ing another to understand something through signals, indirectly gets 
him to form a certain opinion or to adopt certain intentions by way 
of an inferential processing of perceptions of the situation, or where 
one subject, on the basis of already habitualized everyday com- 
municative practices, inconspicuously harnesses another for her own 
purposes, that is, induces him to behave in a desired way by manipu- 
latively employing linguistic means, thereby instrumentalizing him 
for her own success. Such examples of the use of language with an 


122 
Chapter 2 


orientation toward consequences seem to decrease the value of 
speech acts as the model for action oriented toward reaching under- 
standing. 

This will turn out not to be the case only if it can be shown that 
the use of language oriented toward reaching understanding is the 
original mode of language use upon which indirectly reaching under- 
standing, giving to understand something or letting something be 
understood—in general, the instrumental use of language—is para- 
sitic. In my view, Austin’s distinction between illocutions and perlo- 
cutions accomplishes just that. 

As is well known, Austin distinguishes between locutionary, illocu- 
tionary, and perlocutionary acts.?? He applies the term “locutionary” 
to the content of propositional sentences (“p”) or of nominalized 
propositional sentences (“that p”). Through locutionary acts, the 
speaker expresses states of affairs; she says something. Through illo- 
cutionary acts, the speaker performs an action by saying something. 
The illocutionary role establishes the mode of a sentence (Mp) 
employed as a statement, promise, command, avowal, or the like. 
Under standard conditions, the mode is expressed by means of a 
performative verb in the first person present; the action meaning 
can be seen particularly in the fact that “hereby” can be added to 
the illocutionary component of the speech act: “I hereby promise 
you (command you, confess to you) that p.” Finally, through perlocu- 
tionary acts, the speaker produces an effect upon the hearer. By 
carrying out a speech act she brings about something in the world. 
Thus, the three acts that Austin distinguishes can be characterized 
with the following phrases: to say something; to act by saying some- 
thing; to bring about something through acting by saying something. 

Austin makes his conceptual incisions in such a way that the 
speech act (Mp), composed of an illocutionary and a propositional 
component, is presented as a self-sufficient act that the speaker 
always performs with a communicative intent, that is, with the aim 
that a hearer may understand and accept his utterance.” The self- 
sufficiency of the speech act is to be understood in the sense that 
the communicative intent of the speaker and the illocutionary aim 
he is pursuing follow from the manifest meaning of what is said. It 
is a different matter with teleological actions. We identify their mean- 
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ing only in connection with the intentions their author is pursuing 
and the ends he wants to realize. Just as the meaning of what is said is 
constitutive for illocutionary acts, the intention of the actor is constitu- 
tive for teleological actions. 

What Austin calls perlocutionary effects arise from the fact that illo- 
cutionary acts take on a role in a teleological context of action. 
Speech acts, like actions in general, can produce side effects that the 
actor did not foresee; these are perlocutionary effects in a trivial 
sense, which I shall not consider here. Less trivial are the perlocu- 
tionary effects that result from the fact that illocutionary acts some- 
times take on roles in contexts of strategic interaction. These effects 
ensue whenever a speaker acts with an orientation toward success 
and, in doing so, simultaneously connects speech acts with inten- 
tions and instrumentalizes them for purposes that are only contin- 
gently related to the meaning of what is said. 


There yet is a further sense in which to perform a locutionary act, and 
therein an illocutionary act, may also be to perform an act of another kind. 
Saying something will often, or even normally, produce certain consequen- 
tial effects upon the feelings, thoughts, or actions of the audience, or of the 
speaker, or of other persons: and it may be done with the design, intention, 
or purpose of producing them; and we may then say, thinking of this, that 
the speaker has performed an act in the nomenclature of which reference 
is made either only obliquely . . . or even. . . not at all, to the performance 
of the locutionary or illocutionary act. We shall call the performance of an 
act of this kind the performance of a perlocutionary act or perlocution.*4 


The demarcation between illocutionary and perlocutionary acts has 
given rise to an extended controversy.” From it have emerged four 
criteria of demarcation. 

a. The illocutionary aim a speaker pursues with an utterance 
follows from the meaning—constitutive for speech acts—of what is 
said itself; speech acts are, in this sense, self-identifying.*° With the 
help of an illocutionary act, a speaker lets it be known that she wants 
what she says to be understood as a greeting, command, warning, 
explanation, and so forth. Her communicative intent does not go 
beyond wanting the hearer to understand the manifest content of 
the speech act. By contrast, the perlocutionary aim of a speaker, like 
the ends pursued with goal-directed actions generally, does not fol- 
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low from the manifest content of the speech act; this aim can be 
inferred only by way of the actor’s intention. For example, a hearer 
who understands a request directed to him can just as little know 
thereby what else the speaker has in view in uttering it as an observer 
who sees an acquaintance hurrying along the street can know why 
he is in a hurry. The addressee could at best infer the speaker’s 
perlocutionary aims from the context.?” The three remaining crite- 
ria have to do with this characteristic self-identification of speech 
acts. 

b. From the description of a speech act, as in (1) and (2) below, 
we can deduce the conditions for the corresponding illocutionary 
success of the speaker, but not the conditions for the perlocutionary 
success that a speaker acting with an orientation toward success 
might want to achieve, or did achieve, in a given case by carrying 
out this speech act. In the description of perlocutions, as in (3) and 
(4) below, kinds of success are included that go beyond the meaning 
of what is said and thus beyond what an addressee could understand 
directly. 


(1) Sasserted to H that she gave notice to her firm. 


S will have achieved illocutionary success with the utterance repre- 
sented by (1) if H understands her assertion and accepts it as true. 
The same holds for 


(2) H warned S not to give notice to her firm. 


H will have achieved illocutionary success with the utterance repre- 
sented by (2) if S understands his warning and accepts it as true or 
right—depending on whether in a given context it has more the 
sense of a prognosis or of a moral appeal. In any case, accepting the 
utterance described in (2) provides grounds for obligations to act in 
a certain way on the part of the addressee and for corresponding 
expectations on the part of the speaker. Whether or not the ex- 
pected sequel of action actually comes to pass has no effect on the 
illocutionary success of the speaker. If, for instance, S does not give 
notice, this is not a perlocutionarily achieved effect but the conse- 
quence of a communicatively achieved agreement and thus the 
fulfillment of an obligation that the addressee took upon himself 
with his “yes” to a speech act offer. Consider now: 


125 
Social Action, Purposive Activity, and Communication 


(3) Through informing H that she had given notice to her firm, 
S gave Ha fright (as she intended to do). 


From this description it follows that the illocutionary success of the 
assertion described in (1) is not a sufficient condition for achieving 
a perlocutionary effect. In another context, the hearer could just as 
well react to the same utterance with relief. The same holds for 


(4) H made S uneasy with his warning against giving notice to 
her firm. 


In another context the same warning could just as well strengthen S 
in her resolve, for instance if S harbors a suspicion that H does not 
wish her well. The description of perlocutionary effects must there- 
fore refer to a context of teleological action that goes beyond the 
speech act.?® 

c. From considerations of this kind, Austin concluded that illocu- 
tionary success stands in a conventionally regulated or internal connec- 
tion with the speech act, whereas perlocutionary effects remain 
external to the meaning of what is said. The possible perlocutionary 
effects of a speech act depend on fortuitous contexts and, unlike the 
success of illocutionary acts, are not fixed by conventions.” Of 
course, one might use (4) as a counterexample. Only if the ad- 
dressee takes the warning seriously is unease a plausible reaction, 
and only if she does not take it seriously is a feeling of reassurance 
plausible. In some cases, the meaning conventions of the action 
predicates with which illocutionary acts are formed exclude certain 
classes of perlocutionary effects. Nonetheless, these effects are con- 
nected with speech acts not merely in a conventional way. When a 
hearer accepts an assertion by S$ as true, a command as right, an 
admission as truthful, he therewith implicitly declares himself ready 
to bind his further action to certain conventional obligations. By 
contrast, the feeling of unease which a friend arouses in S with a 
warning that the latter takes seriously is a state that may or may not 
ensue. 

d. Similar considerations have motivated Strawson to replace the 
criterion of conventionality with another criterion of demarcation.” 
A speaker, if she wants to be successful, may not let her perlocution- 
ary aims be known, whereas illocutionary aims can be achieved only 
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through being expressed. Illocutions are expressed openly; perlocu- 
tions may not be “admitted” as such. This difference can also be seen 
in the fact that the predicates with which perlocutionary acts are 
described (to give a fright to, to cause unease, to plunge into doubt, 
to put someone in a bad mood, to mislead, to offend, to infuriate, 
to humiliate, and so forth) cannot appear among those predicates 
used to carry out the illocutionary acts with the help of which 
corresponding perlocutionary effects can be achieved. Perlocution- 
ary acts constitute that subclass of teleological actions that can be 
carried out with the help of speech acts on condition that the agent 
does not declare or admit to her aims as such. 

Whereas the sense of the division into locutionary and ilocution- 
ary acts is to separate the propositional content from the mode of 
speech acts as analytically different aspects, the distinction between 
these two types of acts, on the one hand, and perlocutionary acts, 
on the other, is by no means analytical in character. Perlocutionary 
effects can be achieved with the help of speech acts only if the latter 
are incorporated as means into teleological, success-oriented actions. 
Perlocutionary acts are an indication of the integration of speech 
acts into contexts of strategic interaction, They are part of the in- 
tended sequel of action or of the results of a teleological action that 
an actor undertakes with the intention of influencing a hearer in a 
certain way with the help of successful illocutionary acts. To be sure, 
speech acts can serve this nonillocutionary aim of influencing hearers 
only if they are suited to achieving illocutionary aims. If the hearer 
failed to understand what the speaker was saying, a teleologically 
acting, successoriented speaker would not be able to bring the 
hearer, by means of communicative acts, to behave in the desired 
way. To this extent, what we initially designated as “the use of lan- 
guage with an orientation toward consequences” is not an original 
use of language but the subsumption of speech acts that serve illo- 
cutionary aims under conditions of action oriented toward success. 

As speech acts by no means always function in this way, however, 
it must also be possible to clarify the structures of linguistic commu- 
nication without reference to structures of purposive activity. The 
teleological actor orientation toward success is not constitutive for 
the successful accomplishment of processes of reaching under- 
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standing, particularly not when these are incorporated into strategic 
interactions. What we mean by reaching understanding, and an 
attitude oriented toward reaching understanding, has to be clarified 
solely in connection with illocutionary acts. An attempt at reaching 
understanding undertaken with the help of a speech act succeeds 
when a speaker achieves her illocutionary aim in Austin’s sense. 
From this it also follows that we cannot explain illocutionary success 
in terms of the conditions for the purposively achieved success of a 
teleological action. Illocutionary aims are different from those pu- 
poses that can be achieved under the description of something to be 
brought about in the world. 

Perlocutionary effects, like the successful results of teleological 
actions generally, may be described as states in the world brought 
about through intervention in the world. By contrast, illocutionary 
successes are achieved at the level of interpersonal relations on 
which participants in communication come to an understanding 
with one another about something in the world. In this sense, they 
are not innerworldly, but extramundane. At most, successful illocu- 
tionary acts occur within the lifeworld to which the participants in 
communication belong and that forms the background for their 
processes of reaching understanding. They cannot be intended un- 
der the description of causally produced effects. This model of ac- 
tion oriented toward reaching understanding, which I develop 
below, is obscured rather than illuminated by Austin’s distinction 
between illocutions and perlocutions. 

From the foregoing it appears that we can conceive perlocutions 
as a special class of strategic interactions in which illocutions are 
employed as means in teleological contexts of action. As Strawson 
has shown, this employment is subject to certain provisos. A 
teleologically acting speaker has to achieve his illocutionary aim— 
that the hearer understand what is said and enter into the obliga- 
tions connected with the acceptance of the offer contained in the 
speech act—without betraying his perlocutionary aim. This proviso 
lends to perlocutions the peculiarly asymmetrical character of 
concealed strategic actions. These are interactions in which at least 
one of the participants is acting strategically, while he deceives 
other participants regarding the fact that he is not satisfying the 
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presuppositions under which illocutionary aims normally can be 
achieved. For this reason also, this type of interaction is not suitable 
as the model for an analysis that is supposed to explain the linguistic 
mechanism of coordinating action with the help of the illocutionary 
binding and bonding effects of speech acts. For this purpose it would 
be advisable to select a type of interaction that is not burdened with 
the asymmetries and provisos of perlocutions. I have called the type 
of interaction in which all participants harmonize their individual 
plans of action with one another and thus unreservedly pursue their 
illocutionary aims “communicative action.” 

Austin, too, analyzes speech acts in contexts of interaction. It is 
precisely the point of his approach to work out the performative 
character of linguistic utterances on the basis of institutionally 
bound speech acts such as baptizing, betting, appointing, and the 
like, in which the obligations issuing from the performance of the 
speech act are unambiguously regulated by accompanying institu- 
tions or norms of action. However, Austin confuses the picture by 
not treating these interactions, in connection with which he analyzes 
the illocutionary binding and bonding force of speech acts, as differ- 
ent in tybe from those interactions in which perlocutionary effects 
occur. Someone who makes a bet, appoints an officer as supreme 
commander, gives a command, admonishes or warns, makes a pre- 
diction, tells a story, makes a confession, reveals something, and so 
forth is acting communicatively and cannot, at the same level of inter- 
action, produce perlocutionary effects at all. A speaker can pursue 
perlocutionary aims only when he deceives his counterpart concern- 
ing the fact that he is acting strategically—when, for example, he 
gives the command to attack in order to get his troops to rush into 
a trap, or when he proposes a bet of $3,000 in order to embarrass 
someone, or when he tells a story late in the evening in order to 
delay a guest’s departure, and so on. It is certainly true that in 
communicative action unintended consequences may occur at any 
time; but as soon as there is a danger that these will be attributed to 
the speaker as intended effects, the latter finds it necessary to offer 
explanations and denials, and if need be, apologies, in order to 
dispel the false impression that these side effects are perlocutionary 
effects. Otherwise, he has to expect that the other participants will 
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feel deceived and adopt in turn a strategic attitude, breaking away 
from action oriented toward reaching understanding. Of course, in 
complex action contexts, a speech act that is performed and ac- 
cepted directly according to the presuppositions of communicative 
action can at the same time have a strategic status at other levels of 
interaction, that is, can have perlocutionary effects on third parties. 

Thus, I count as communicative action those linguistically medi- 
ated interactions in which all participants pursue illocutionary aims, 
and only illocutionary aims, with their speech acts, On the other 
hand, I regard as linguistically mediated strategic action those inter- 
actions in which at least one of the participants wants to produce 
perlocutionary effects on his opposite number with his speech acts. 
Austin did not keep these two cases separate as different types of 
interaction, because he was inclined to identify speech acts—that is, 
acts of reaching understanding—with the linguistically mediated 
interactions themselves. He did not see that speech acts function as 
a coordinating mechanism for other actions. They must be disen- 
gaged from such contexts of communicative action before they can 
be incorporated into strategic interactions. And this is possible in 
turn only because speech acts have a relative independence in rela- 
tion to communicative action; however, the meaning of what is said 
always points to the structures of interaction characteristic of com- 
municative action. The difference between a speech act and the 
context of interaction that it constitutes through its action-coordi- 
nating accomplishments can be recognized more easily if, unlike 
Austin, one does not remain fixated on the model of institutionally 
bound speech acts.*! 


Meaning and Validity 


On the basis of the controversial relation between illocutionary and 
perlocutionary acts, I have attempted to show that while speech acts 
can indeed be employed strategically, they have a constitutive mean- 
ing only for communicative action. The latter is distinguished from 
strategic action by the fact that all participants unreservedly pursue 
illocutionary aims in order to arrive at an agreement that provides 
the basis for a consensual coordination of individually pursued plans 
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of action. In what follows I would like to explicate the conditions 
that have to be satisfied by a communicatively achieved agreement 
that is to fulfill this function of coordinating action. In doing so, I 
shall take as my model elementary pairs of utterances, each of which 
consists of the speech act of a speaker and the affırmative response 
of a hearer. Consider the following examples:*? 


(1) I (hereby) promise you that I shall come around tomorrow. 
(2) You are requested to stop smoking. 
(3) I confess to you that I find your actions loathsome. 


(4) I can predict (to you) that the vacation will be spoiled by 
rain. 


We can recognize in each case what an affirmative response would 
mean and what kind of interaction sequel it would ground. 


1’) Yes, I shall depend on it. 


( 

(2’) Yes, I shall comply. 
(3’) Yes, I believe you do. 
( 


4’) Yes, we'll have to take that into account. 


With his “yes,” the hearer accepts a speech-act offer and grounds an 
agreement; this agreement concerns the content of the utterance on the 
one hand, and on the other certain guarantees immanent to speech acts 
and certain obligations relevant for the sequel of interaction. The action 
potential typical of a speech act finds expression in the claim that 
the speaker raises for what she says—in an explicit speech act with 
the help of a performative verb. In acknowledging her claim, the 
hearer accepts an offer made with the speech act. This illocutionary 
success is relevant to the action insofar as an interpersonal relation 
between speaker and hearer is thereby established that is effective 
for coordination, that orders the possible scope of action and se- 
quels of interaction, and that opens up to the hearer possible points 
of connection by way of general alternatives for action. 

The question now arises, from where do speech acts draw their 
power to coordinate actions, when this authority is neither borrowed 


131 
Social Action, Purposive Activity, and Communication 


directly from the social validity of norms (as it is in the case of 
institutionally bound speech acts) nor owed to a contingently avail- 
able reservoir of potential sanctions (as it is in the case of imperative 
expressions of will)? From the perspective of a hearer to whom an 
utterance is addressed, we can distinguish three levels of reaction to 
a (correctly perceived) speech act: the hearer understands the utter- 
ance, that is, he grasps the meaning of what is said; with his “yes” or 
“no” the hearer takes a position on the claim raised with the speech 
act, that is, he accepts or rejects the speech-act offer; and in conse- 
quence of an achieved agreement, the hearer directs his action 
according to conventionally fixed obligations to act in a certain way. The 
pragmatic level of the agreement effective for coordination connects 
the semantic level of understanding meaning with the empirical level 
of further developing—in a manner dependent on the context—the 
accord relevant to the sequel of interaction. How this connection 
comes about can be explained by means of the theory of meaning; 
admittedly, for this purpose, the formal-semantic approach limited 
to understanding sentences has to be expanded.”? 

The formal-pragmatic approach to meaning theory begins with 
the question of what it means to understand an utterance—that is, a 
sentence employed communicatively. Formal semantics makes a con- 
ceptual distinction between the meaning (Bedeutung) of a sentence 
and the meaning (Meinung) of the speaker, who, when she uses the 
sentence in a speech act, can say something other than what it 
literally means. But this distinction cannot be developed into a meth- 
odological separation between the formal analysis of sentence mean- 
ings and the empirical analysis of speakers’ meanings expressed in 
utterances; for the literal meaning of a sentence cannot be ex- 
plained at all apart from the standard conditions for its communica- 
tive employment. To be sure, formal pragmatics must also take 
precautions to ensure that in the standard case what is meant does 
not deviate from the literal meaning of what is said. For this reason, 
our analysis is limited to speech acts carried out under standard 
conditions. This is intended to ensure that the speaker means (meint) 
nothing else than the literal meaning of what she says. 

In a distant analogy to the basic assumptions of truth-conditional 
semantics, I now want to trace back understanding an utterance to 
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knowledge of the conditions under which a hearer may accept it. We 
understand a speech act when we know what makes it acceptable. From the 
standpoint of the speaker, the conditions of acceptability are identi- 
cal to the conditions for her illocutionary success. Acceptability is 
not defined here in an objectivistic sense, from the perspective of an 
observer, but in the performative attitude of a participant in com- 
munication. A speech act may be called “acceptable” if it satisfies the 
conditions that are necessary in order for the hearer to take a “yes” 
position on the claim raised by the speaker. These conditions cannot 
be satisfied one-sidedly, either relative to the speaker or to the 
hearer. They are rather conditions for the intersubjective recognition of 
a linguistic claim, which, in a way typical of a given class of speech 
acts, grounds an agreement with a specified content concerning 
obligations relevant for the sequel of interaction. 

From the standpoint of a sociological theory of action, my primary 
interest must be to make clear the mechanism relevant to the coor- 
dinating accomplishments of speech acts. To this end I shall concen- 
trate on those conditions under which a hearer is motivated to 
accept the offer contained in a speech act, assuming that the linguis- 
tic expressions employed are grammatically well formed and that the 
general contextual conditions typical for a given type of speech act 
are satisfied.*? A hearer understands the meaning of an utterance 
when, in addition to grammatical conditions of well-formedness and 
general contextual conditions,” he knows those essential conditions 
under which he could be motivated by a speaker to an affirmative 
response. These acceptability conditions in the narrower sense relate to 
the meaning of the illocutionary role that S in the standard case 
expresses with the help of a performative action predicate. 

But let us look first at a grammatically correct imperative sen- 
tence, formulated as an imperative under appropriate contextual 
conditions: 


(5) I (hereby) request you to stop smoking. 


Imperatives are often understood on the model of perlocutionary 
acts, as attempts by an actor S to get H to carry out a certain action. 
On this view, $ performs an imperative sentence only when she 
connects with her utterance the intention that H infer from the 
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utterance that $ is attempting to get him to perform an action a,” 


However, this view fails to recognize the illocutionary meaning of 
such imperatives. In uttering an imperative, a speaker says what H is 
to do. This direct form of reaching understanding renders superfluous 
a speech act by means of which the speaker could indirectly get a 
hearer to perform a certain action. The illocutionary meaning 
of imperatives can better be described through the following 


paraphrases:*® 


(5a) Stold H that he should take care to see that “p” comes to 
pass. 


(5b) S signified to H that he should bring about “p.” 


(5c) The request (demand) uttered by $ is to be understood in 
the sense that H should bring about “p.” 


Here “p” designates a state in the objective world that, relative to the 
time of the utterance, lies in the future and that, other conditions 
remaining constant, can come into existence through an interven- 
tion or omission by the addressee—for instance, the state of not 
smoking that H brings about by putting out his lit cigarette. 

A hearer accepts the imperative (5) by responding affirmatively to 
it with: 


(5’) Yes, I shall do what is requested of me. 


If we restrict ourselves to conditions of acceptability in the narrower 
sense, the conditions under which H accepts (5) fall into two com- 
ponents. 

a. The hearer should understand the illocutionary meaning of 
imperatives in such a way that he could paraphrase this meaning 
with sentences like (5a), (5b), or (5c) and could interpret the pro- 
positional content “to stop smoking” as an imperative directed to 
him. In fact, the hearer understands the imperative (5) if he knows 
the conditions under which “p” would occur and if he knows what 
he himself would have to do or not to do in the given circumstances 
in order that these conditions be satisfied. As one must know the 
truth conditions of a proposition in order to understand it, one 
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must, in order to understand an imperative, know the conditions 
under which it would count as satisfied. Within the framework of a 
pragmatic theory of meaning, these conditions of satisfaction—formu- 
lated to begin with in semantic terms—are interpreted in terms of 
obligations relevant for the sequel of interaction. The hearer under- 
stands an imperative if he knows what he must do or not do in order 
to bring about a state “p” desired by S; he thereby also knows how 
he could link up his actions with those of S. 

b. As soon as we conceptualize the understanding of imperatives 
from this perspective, broadened to include the context of interac- 
tion, it becomes clear that knowledge of “satisfaction conditions” is 
not sufficient for knowing when an imperative is acceptable. A sec- 
ond component is lacking, namely, knowledge of the conditions of the 
agreement that first grounds adherence to the obligations relevant for 
the sequel of interaction. The hearer fully understands the illocu- 
tionary meaning of the imperative only if he knows why the speaker 
expects that she can impose her will on him. With her imperative, 
the speaker raises a claim to power, to which the hearer, if he accepts 
it, yields. It belongs to the meaning of an imperative that the speaker 
harbors a justified expectation that she will be able to carry through 
her claim to power; and this holds only under the condition that S$ 
knows that her addressee has reasons to yield to her power claim. 
Since, to begin with, we have understood imperatives as sheer ex- 
pressions of will, these reasons cannot lie in the illocutionary mean- 
ing of the speech act itself; they can reside only in a reservoir of 
potential sanctions that is externally connected with the speech act. 
Thus the conditions of satisfaction have to be supplemented with conditions 
of sanction in order to complete the conditions of acceptability. 

A hearer understands an imperative (5) if he knows (a) the con- 
ditions under which an addressee can bring about the desired state 
(not smoking) and (b) the conditions under which $ has good 
reasons to expect that H will feel constrained to yield to the will of 
S (for example, the threat of penalties for violating safety regula- 
tions). Only by knowing both components (a) and (b) does the 
hearer know what conditions have to be met if a hearer is to be able 
to respond affirmatively, as in (5), to the imperative (5). In knowing 
these conditions, he knows what makes the utterance acceptable. 
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This picture is complicated in an instructive way when we pass 
from genuine or simple imperatives to normatively authorized impera- 
tives or commands. Let us compare (5) with the following—a variant 
of (2): 


(6) I (hereby) direct you to stop smoking. 


This utterance presupposes recognized norms (for example, the 
safety regulations for international air travel) and an institutional 
framework authorizing those holding certain positions (e.g., flight 
attendants) under certain conditions (e.g., preparing to land) to 
direct a certain class of persons (here, the passengers) to stop smok- 
ing by appealing to certain regulations. 

Once again, the illocutionary meaning can be specified initially 
through the conditions mentioned under (a), but in the case of 
directives (Anweisungen), the illocutionary meaning does not only 
point to conditions (b), which have to be completed on the basis of 
the context of the speech act; rather, these conditions for accepting 
the linguistic claim, and thus for agreement between Sand H, result 
from the illocutionary act itself. In the case of imperative expressions 
of will, Shas good reasons to expect that H will yield to her will only 
if she has at her disposal sanctions with which she can, in a recog- 
nizable manner, threaten or entice H. So long as S does not appeal 
to the validity of norms, it makes no difference whether the reservoir 
of potential sanctions is de jure or de facto. For so long as S utters 
a genuine (simple) imperative, that is, expresses nothing other than 
her own will, she influences H’s motives in a merely empirical way 
by threatening him with harm or by offering him rewards. The 
grounds for accepting expressions of will are related to motives of 
the hearer that the speaker can influence only empirically, in the 
final instance by means of violence or goods. It is a different matter 
with normatively authorized imperatives such as commands and di- 
rectives. In contrast to (5), with (6) the speaker appeals to the 
validity of safety regulations and, in issuing directives, raises a claim 
to validity. 

Registering a validity claim is not the expression of a contingent 
will; and responding affirmatively to a validity claim is no merely 
empirically motivated decision. Both acts, putting forward and rec- 
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ognizing a validity claim, are subject to conventional restrictions, 
because such a claim can be rejected only in the form of criticism 
and can be defended against a criticism only in the form of a 
refutation. Someone who resists a directive is referred to prevailing 
regulations and not to the penalties that can be expected if they are 
not followed. And one who doubts the validity of the underlying 
norms has to give reasons—whether challenging the legality of the 
regulation, that is, challenging the lawfulness of its social validity, or 
challenging the legitimacy of the regulation, that is, its claim to be 
right or justified in a moral-practical sense. Validity claims are inter- 
nally connected with reasons. To this extent, the conditions for the 
acceptability of directives can be taken from the illocutionary mean- 
ing of a speech act itself; they do not need to be completed by 
additional conditions of sanction. 

Thus a hearer understands the directive (6) if he knows (a) the 
conditions under which an addressee could bring about the desired 
state (not smoking), and (b) the conditions under which S could 
have convincing reasons to regard an imperative with the content 
(a) as valid—that is, as normatively justified. The conditions (a) 
pertain to obligations to act in a certain way that arise out of an 
agreement based on the intersubjective recognition of the normative 
validity claim raised for a corresponding imperative. The condi- 
tions (b) pertain to the acceptance of the validity claim itself. We 
have to distinguish here between the validity of an action or of the 
norm underlying it, the claim that the conditions for its validity are 
satisfied, and the redemption of the validity claim raised, that is, the 
justification (of the claim) that the conditions for the validity of an 
action or of the underlying norm are satisfied. We are now in a 
position to say that a speaker can rationally motivate a hearer to accept 
her speech act offer because—on the basis of an internal connection 
between validity, validity claim, and the redemption of a validity 
claim—she can assume the warranty (Gewähr) for providing, if nec- 
essary, Convincing reasons that would stand up to a hearer’s criticism 
of the validity claim. Thus a speaker owes the binding and bonding 
force of her illocutionary success not to the validity of what is said 
but to the coordinating effect of the warranty that she offers—a warranty 
to redeem, if necessary, the validity claim raised with her speech act. 
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In all cases in which the illocutionary role expresses not a power 
claim but a validity claim, the place of the empirically motivating 
force of a reservoir of potential sanctions (contingently linked with 
speech acts) is taken by the rationally motivating force of the 
speaker’s assuming a warranty for validity claims. 

This holds not only for regulative speech acts like (1) and (2), but 
also for expressive and constative speech acts like (3) and (4). Just 
as with (1) a speaker produces a normative validity claim for her 
intention to bring about a desired state, and just as with (2) she raises 
a normative validity claim for her imperative that H bring about a 
state desired by S, so with (3) the speaker makes a claim to truthful- 
ness for a disclosed intentional subjective experience (Erlebnis), and 
with (4) a truth claim for a proposition. In (3) it is the disclosure of 
a previously concealed emotional attitude, in (4) the putting for- 
ward of a proposition, for the validity of which the speaker assumes 
a warranty in making a confession (3) or a prediction (4). Thus a 
hearer understands the avowal (3) if he knows (a) the conditions 
under which a person could experience loathing for “p,” and (b) the 
conditions under which S says what she means and thereby takes on 
a warranty for the consistency of her further behavior with this 
avowal. A hearer understands (4) if he knows (a) the conditions that 
would make the prediction true, and (b) the conditions under which 
S could have convincing reasons for holding a statement with the 
content (a) to be true. 

Of course, there are also important asymmetries. Thus the condi- 
tions mentioned under (a) do not, in the cases of expressive and 
constative speech acts like (3) and (4), have to do with obligations 
to act in a certain way resulting from the intersubjective recognition 
of the validity claims in question; they relate only to understanding 
the propositional content of a first-person sentence or an assertoric 
sentence for which the speaker claims validity. In the case of regula- 
tive speech acts like (1) and (2), the conditions (a) likewise relate 
to understanding the propositional content of an intention or im- 
perative sentence for which the speaker produces or claims norma- 
tive validity; but here the content simultaneously circumscribes the 
obligations relevant for the sequel of interaction that arise for the 
hearer from acceptance of the validity claim. 
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In general, obligations to act in a certain way result from the 
meaning of expressive speech acts only in the sense that the speaker 
specifies actions with which her behavior may not be inconsistent. 
That a speaker means what she says can be made credible only in 
the consistency of what she does and not through providing reasons. 
Thus, addressees who have accepted a claim to truthfulness can 
expect a consistency of behavior in certain respects; however, this 
expectation follows from the conditions given under (b). Of course, 
consequences also arise from the warranties offered with the validity 
claims in regulative and constative speech acts, but these validity- 
related obligations to provide, if necessary, justification for norms or 
grounding for propositions have relevance for action only on a 
metacommunicative level. Only those obligations to prove trustwor- 
thy (Bewährungsverpflichtungen) that the speaker takes on with ex- 
pressive speech acts have direct relevance for the continuation of 
interaction. They contain an offer to the hearer to check against the 
consistency of the speaker’s sequences of action whether she means 
what she says.°? 

In general, no special obligations to act in a certain way follow from 
the meaning of constative speech acts. Obligations relevant for the 
sequel of interaction arise from the satisfaction of the acceptability 
conditions stated under (a) and (b) only insofar as speaker and 
hearer obligate themselves to base their action on interpretations of 
situations that do not contradict the statements accepted as true. 

We have distinguished genuine (or simple) imperatives, with 
which the speaker connects a claim to power, from speech acts with 
which the speaker raises a criticizable validity claim. Whereas validity 
claims are internally connected with reasons and accord a rationally 
motivating force to the illocutionary role, power claims have to be 
covered by a reservoir of potential sanctions if they are to be capable 
of being carried through. However, imperatives admit of a secondary 
normativization. This can be illustrated by the relation that holds 
between intentional sentences and declarations of intention. Inten- 
tional sentences belong in the same category as the imperative sen- 
tences with which imperatives are formed. We can interpret 
intentional sentences as internalized imperatives addressed by the 
speaker to herself.°! Of course, imperatives are illocutionary acts, 
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whereas intentional sentences acquire an illocutionary role only 
through being transformed into declarations of intention or an- 
nouncements. Whereas imperatives have in themselves an illocution- 
ary force—albeit one that calls for supplementation by 
sanctions—intentional sentences, which have, so to speak, lost their 
imperative force in foro interno, can regain an illocutionary force 
through being connected with validity claims, whether in the form 
of expressive speech acts like 


(7) T confess to you that it is my intention to... 
or in the form of normative speech acts like 
(8) I (hereby) declare to you my intention to... 


With announcements like (8) the speaker enters into a weak norma- 
tive binding and bonding relationship to which the addressee can 
appeal in a similar way as to a promise. 

The normativization of intentional sentences can serve as a model 
for grasping the transformation of simple imperatives into norma- 
tively authorized imperatives, or of sheer imperatives into com- 
mands. The imperative (5), by being boosted with a normative 
validity claim, can be transformed into the directive (6). With this, 
the component of the acceptability conditions given under (b) 
changes; the conditions of sanction supplementing the imperative 
power claim are replaced by the rationally motivating conditions for 
accepting a criticizable validity claim. Because these conditions 
can be derived from the illocutionary role itself, normatively autho- 
rized imperatives gain an autonomy that is missing from simple 
imperatives. 

This makes it clear once again that only those speech acts with 
which a speaker connects a criticizable validity claim can, by virtue 
of their own power and owing to the validity basis of linguistic 
communication oriented toward reaching understanding, motivate 
a hearer to accept a speech-act offer, and thereby become effective 
as a mechanism for coordinating action.?? 

Following these reflections, the concept of communicative action, 
which we have introduced in a provisional way, now needs to be 
rendered more precise. We began by including in communicative 
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action all interactions in which those involved coordinate their indi- 
vidual plans unreservediy on the basis of communicatively achieved 
agreement. With the specification “unreservedly pursuing illocution- 
ary aims,” we meant to exclude cases of latently strategic action, in 
which the speaker inconspicuously employs successful illocutionary 
acts for perlocutionary purposes. However, imperative expressions of 
will are illocutionary acts with which the speaker openly declares her 
aim of influencing the decisions of her opposite number, whereby 
she has to rely for the success of her power claim on supplementary 
sanctions. For this reason, with genuine imperatives or nonnorma- 
tively authorized imperatives, speakers can unreservedly pursue illo- 
cutionary aims and nonetheless act strategically. 

Not all speech acts are constitutive for communicative action, but 
only those with which the speaker connects criticizable validity 
claims. In the other cases, when a speaker is pursuing undeclared 
aims with perlocutionary acts, aims with regard to which the hearer 
can take no position at all, or when a speaker is pursuing illocu- 
tionary aims regarding which the hearer cannot take a grounded 
position, as in relation to imperatives, the potential for a binding 
and bonding relationship motivated by insight into reasons—a po- 
tential that is always contained in linguistic communication— 
remains unexploited. 


Validity Claims 


Having distinguished communicative actions from all other social 
actions through their illocutionary binding and bonding effect, it 
makes sense to order the multiplicity of communicative acts accord- 
ing to types of speech acts. And to guide our classifying of speech 
acts we may use the options open to a hearer of taking a rationally 
motivated “yes” or “no” position on the utterance of a speaker. In 
our previous examples, we have assumed that the speaker raises 
precisely one validity claim with her utterance. With the promise (1), 
she connects a validity claim for a declared intention; with the direc- 
tive (2), a validity claim for an imperative; with the avowal (3), a 
validity claim for the expression of a feeling; and with the prediction 
(4), a validity claim for a statement. Correspondingly, with a “no” 
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response, the addressee contests the rightness of (1) and (2), the 
truthfulness of (3), and the truth of (4). This picture is incomplete, 
however, inasmuch as every speech act can be contested (that is, 
rejected as invalid) under more than one aspect. 

Let us assume that a seminar participant understands the follow- 
ing imperative addressed to him by the professor 


(9) Please bring me a glass of water. 


not as a naked imperative expression of will but as a speech act 
carried out in an attitude oriented toward reaching understanding. 
Then he can in principle reject this request under three validity 
aspects. He can either contest the normative rightness of the utter- 
ance: 


(9) No. You can’t treat me like one of your employees. 
or he can contest the subjective truthfulness of the utterance: 


(9”) No. You really only want to put me in a bad light in front of 
the other seminar participants. 


or he can deny that certain existential presuppositions obtain: 


(9”) No. The nearest water tap is so far away that I couldn’t get 
back before the end of the session. 


In the first case, what is contested is that the action of the professor 
is right in the given normative context; in the second, that the 
professor means what she says because she wants to achieve a certain 
perlocutionary effect; in the third, propositions are contested whose 
truth the professor has to presuppose in the given circumstances. 
What we have shown in connection with this example holds true 
for all speech acts oriented toward reaching understanding. In con- 
texts of communicative action, speech acts can always be rejected 
under each of three aspects: the aspect of the rightness that the 
speaker claims for her action in relation to a normative context (or, 
indirectly, for these norms themselves); the aspect of the truthful- 
ness that the speaker claims for the expression of subjective experi- 
ences to which she has privileged access; and finally, the aspect of 
the truth that the speaker, with her utterance, claims for a statement 
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(or for the existential presuppositions of the context of a nominal- 
ized proposition). This strong thesis can be tested against numerous 
cases and made plausible by reflections that take us back to Buhler’s 
model of the functions of language. 

The term “reaching understanding” (“Verständigung”) means, at 
the minimum, that at least two subjects capable of speech and action 
understand a linguistic expression in an identical way. The meaning 
of an elementary expression consists in the contribution that it 
makes to the meaning of an acceptable speech act. And to under- 
stand what a speaker wants to say with such an act, the hearer has to 
know the conditions under which it can be accepted. To this extent, 
understanding (Verständnis) an elementary expression already points 
beyond the minimal meaning of the term Verständigung. When a 
hearer accepts a speech-act offer, an agreement (Einverständnis) 
comes about between (at least) two subjects capable of speech and 
action. However, this does not rest only on the intersubjective recog- 
nition of a single, thematically emphasized validity claim. Rather, an 
agreement of this sort is achieved simultaneously at three levels. 
These may easily be identified intuitively if we bear in mind that in 
communicative action a speaker selects a comprehensible linguistic 
expression only in order to reach an understanding with a hearer 
about something and thereby to make herself understood. It belongs 
to the communicative intent of the speaker (a) that she perform a 
speech act that is right in respect to the given normative context, so 
that an intersubjective relation that is recognized as legitimate may 
come about between her and the hearer; (b) that she express truth- 
fully her beliefs, intentions, feelings, wishes, and the like, so that the 
hearer will give credence to what is said; and (c) that she make a true 
statement (or correct existential presuppositions), so that the hearer 
may accept and share the knowledge of the speaker. The fact that 
the intersubjective commonality of a communicatively achieved 
agreement exists at the levels of normative accord, mutual trust in 
subjective sincerity, and shared propositional knowledge can be ex- 
plained in turn through the functions of reaching understanding in 
language. 

As the medium for reaching understanding, speech acts serve (a) 
to establish and renew interpersonal relations, whereby the speaker 
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takes up a relation to something in the world of legitimate orders; 
(b) to make manifest subjective experiences—that is, to represent 
oneself—whereby the speaker takes up a relation to something in 
the subjective world to which she has privileged access; and (c) to 
represent (or presuppose) states and events, whereby the speaker 
takes up a relation to something in the world of existing states of 
affairs. Communicatively achieved agreement is measured against 
precisely three criticizable validity claims, because actors, in coming 
to an understanding about something with one another and thereby 
making themselves understood, cannot avoid embedding each 
speech act in precisely three world-relations and claiming validity for 
it under each of these aspects. Someone who rejects a comprehen- 
sible speech act contests at least one of these validity claims. In 
rejecting a speech act as (normatively) wrong or untrue or untruth- 
ful, the hearer with his “no” gives expression to the fact that the 
utterance does not fulfill its functions of securing an interpersonal 
relationship, of manifesting subjective experiences, or of repre- 
senting states of affairs—to the fact that it is not in agreement with 
our world of legitimately ordered interpersonal relations, or with the 
speaker's world of subjective experiences or with the world of existing 
states of affairs. 

Although speech acts oriented toward reaching understanding are 
always involved in this way in a complex net of world-relations, the 
illocutionary role—under standard conditions, the meaning of the 
illocutionary component—determines the aspect of validity under 
which the speaker wants her utterance to be understood first and 
foremost. When she makes a statement, asserts, narrates, explains, 
represents, predicts, discusses something, and the like, she is seeking 
agreement with the hearer based on the recognition of a truth claim. 
When the speaker utters a first-person experiential sentence, dis- 
closes, reveals, confesses, manifests something, and the like, agree- 
ment can come about only on the basis of the recognition of a claim 
to truthfulness. When the speaker gives an order or makes a prom- 
ise, appoints or warns somebody, baptizes or weds somebody, buys 
something, and the like, agreement depends on whether those in- 
volved accept the action as right. These basic modes appear in 
greater purity the more clearly reaching understanding is oriented 
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toward only one dominant validity claim. Considerations of expedi- 
ency suggest beginning analysis with idealized or pure cases of speech 
acts. am thinking here of 


e constative speech acts in which elementary propositional (assertoric) 
sentences are used; 


* expressive speech acts in which elementary experiential sentences (in 
the first person present) appear; and of 


e regulative speech acts in which either elementary imperative sentences 
(as in commands) or elementary intentional sentences (as in promises) 
appear. 


In analytic philosophy there is an extensive literature on each of 
these complexes. Here, instruments have been developed and analy- 
ses carried out that make it possible to explain the universal validity 
claims toward which the speaker is oriented and to characterize 
more precisely the basic attitudes that the speaker thereby adopts. I 
am referring here to the objectivating attitude in which a neutral 
observer behaves toward something that happens in the world; to 
the expressive attitude in which a subject in representing himself re- 
veals to a public something within him to which he has privileged 
access; and finally, to the norm-conformative attitude in which a mem- 
ber of social groups satisfies legitimate behavioral expectations. To 
each of these fundamental attitudes there corresponds a concept of 
“world.” 

Let Mp represent any explicit speech act, where “M” stands for the 
illocutionary component and “p” for the propositional component; 
and let M. designate the cognitive use of language, M. the expres- 
sive, and M, the regulative. We can then, on the basis of the afore- 
mentioned basic attitudes, distinguish intuitively the senses in which 
the speaker wants the propositional component of her speech act to 
be interpreted. In a valid utterance of the type M.p, “p” signifies a 
state of affairs that exists in the objective world; in a valid utterance 
of the type Mep, “p” signifies a subjective experience that is mani- 
fested and ascribed to the internal world of the speaker; and in a valid 
utterance of the type M,p, “p” signifies an action that is recognized 
as legitimate in the social world. 
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This distinction among exactly three basic modes of using lan- 
guage with an orientation toward reaching understanding could be 
grounded only in the form of an elaborated theory of speech acts. 
I cannot carry out the necessary analyses here, but I would like to 
take up a few prima facie objections to the proposed program. 

Leist has formulated my basic thesis as follows: “For all S and all 
H, in all speech acts that belong to action oriented toward reaching 
understanding and which are illocutionarily and propositionally dif- 
ferentiated and institutionally unbound, it is mutual knowledge that 
the speaker is required to speak intelligibly, to be truthful, to take 
his utterance as true, and a norm relevant to his act as right.” To 
begin with, this formulation requires the explanatory comment that, 
from the standpoint of the theory of interaction, I delimit speech 
acts “oriented toward reaching understanding” from speech acts that 
are incorporated into strategic action contexts, either because the 
latter, like genuine imperatives, are connected only with power 
claims and thus produce no illocutionary binding and bonding ef- 
fect on their own, or because the speaker is pursuing perlocutionary 
aims with such utterances. Next, I would not use the expression 
“mutual knowledge,” which comes from intentionalist semantics, but 
speak rather of “common suppositions.” Furthermore, the term “re- 
quired” suggests a normative sense; I would rather—despite the 
weak transcendental connotations—speak of “general conditions” 
that have to be satisfied if a communicative agreement is to be 
achieved. Finally, I find lacking here a hierarchical order between 
the well-formedness or comprehensibility of the linguistic expres- 
sion as a presupposition of communication, on the one hand, and 
the claims to truthfulness, propositional truth, and normative right- 
ness, on the other hand. The acceptance of these claims brings 
about an agreement between Sand H that grounds obligations that 
are relevant for the sequel of interaction. I distinguish from these 
the warranty assumed by the speaker to redeem the validity claim he 
raises, as well as the reciprocal obligation that the hearer undertakes 
with the negation of a validity claim. 

Reservations have been expressed mainly in regard to the assump- 
tions (a) that with every speech act oriented toward reaching under- 
standing exactly three validity claims are raised; (b) that the validity 
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claims can be adequately distinguished from one another; and (c) that 
validity claims have to be analyzed in formal-pragmatic terms, that is, 
on the level of the communicative employment of sentences. 

a. Can we maintain the universality of the claim to truth, even 
though we obviously cannot raise a truth claim with nonconstative 
speech acts?” It is certainly the case that we can raise the claim that 
an asserted proposition “p” is true only with constative speech acts. 
But all other speech acts also contain a propositional component, 
normally in the form of a nominalized propositional sentence “that 
p.” This means that the speaker also relates to states of affairs with 
nonconstative speech acts, not directly to be sure—that is, not in the 
propositional attitude of one who thinks or is of the opinion, knows, 
or believes that “p” is the case. The propositional attitudes of speak- 
ers who employ first-person experiential sentences in expressive 
speech acts and imperative or intentional sentences in regulative 
speech acts are of another kind. They are in no way directed to the 
existence of the state of affairs mentioned in the propositional com- 
ponent. However, in saying with a nonconstative speech act that she 
desires or detests something, that she wants to bring about some- 
thing or see it brought about, the speaker presupposes the existence 
of other, not mentioned, states of affairs. It belongs to the concept of 
an objective world that states of affairs are located in a nexus and do 
not hang isolated in the air. Therefore, the speaker connects existen- 
tial presuppositions with the propositional component of her speech 
act; if need be, these presuppositions can be rendered explicit in the 
form of assertoric sentences. To this extent, nonconstative speech 
acts, too, have a relation to truth. 

Moreover, this holds not only for propositionally differentiated 
speech acts; illocutionarily abbreviated speech acts—for example, a 
“hello” uttered as a greeting—are understood as satisfying norms 
from which the propositional content of the speech act can be 
supplemented—for example, in the case of a greeting, the well-being 
of the addressee or the confirmation of his social status. The exis- 
tential presuppositions of a greeting include, among other things, 
the presence of a person for whom things can go well or badly, his 
membership in a social group, and so forth. 
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The situation is somewhat different with regard to the universality 
of the claim to rightness. It may be objected that no relation to 
normative contexts can be inferred from the meaning of nonregu- 
lative speech acts. However, communications are sometimes “inap- 
propriate,” reports “out of place,” confessions “embarrassing,” 
disclosures “hurtful.” The fact that they can go wrong under this 
aspect is by no means extrinsic to nonregulative speech acts; rather 
it necessarily results from their character as speech acts. From their 
illocutionary component we can see that the speaker also enters into 
interpersonal relations with constative and expressive speech acts; 
and whether or not these relations fit the existing normative context 
in question, they belong to the world of legitimate (social) orders. 

There have also been objections with respect to the completeness 
of the table of validity claims. If one compares this with the conver- 
sational postulates proposed by Grice,>” for example, one finds not 
only certain parallels but also certain asymmetries. Thus, there is no 
counterpart to the postulate that the speaker should always make a 
contribution to the topic that is relevant in the context of the given 
conversation. Apart from the fact that such a claim to the relevance 
of a contribution to conversation is raised by the hearer and related 
to a text (rather than to an individual speech act)—that is, cannot 
be subjected to a “yes” or “no” test—the universality of such a re- 
quirement would be difficult to establish. There are obviously situ- 
ations—informal social gatherings, for example, or even entire 
cultural milieus—in which a certain redundancy of contributions is 
nearly mandatory.” 

b. Reservations have also been expressed with regard to the pos- 
sibility of sharply discriminating between claims to truth and claims 
to truthfulness. Is it not the case that a speaker who truthfully utters 
the opinion “p” must simultaneously raise a truth claim for “p”? It 
appears to be impossible “to expect of S that he is speaking the truth 
in any other sense than that $ wants to speak the truth—and this 
means nothing else than to be truthful.”? This objection is not 
relevant to the class of expressive speech acts in its entirety but only 
to those utterances in whose propositional component a cognition 
verb in the first person present (such as I think, know, believe, 
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suspect, am of the opinion “that p”) occurs. At the same time, there 
is also an internal relation between these propositional attitudes, 
which can be expressed by means of cognition verbs, and constative 
speech acts. When someone asserts or ascertains or describes “p,” she 
simultaneously is of the opinion that, knows, or believes “that p.” 
Moore already pointed out the paradoxical character of utterances 
like 


(10+) It is raining now, but I don’t believe that it is raining now. 


Despite these internal connections, however, a hearer can be reject- 
ing two different validity claims with his rejection of 


(10) It is raining now. 

In taking a negative position, he can mean both 
(10°) No, that isn’t true. 

and 

(10°) No, you don’t mean what you are saying. 


In the first case, the hearer understands (10) as a constative utter- 
ance, in the second, as an expressive utterance. Obviously, the nega- 
tion of the proposition “p” just as little implies the negation of the 
belief “that p” as, conversely, (10”) implies the negation of the posi- 
tion taken in (10’). To be sure, the hearer may suppose that whenever 
S asserts “p” she also believes “that p.” But this does not affect the 
fact that the truth claim relates to the existence of the state of affairs 
“p,” whereas the truthfulness claim has to do only with the manifes- 
tation of the opinion or the belief “that p.” A murderer who makes 
a confession can mean what he says and yet, without intending to do 
so, be saying what is untrue. He can also, without intending to do 
so, speak the truth although, in concealing his knowledge of the 
facts of the case, he is lying. A judge who had sufficient evidence at 
her disposal could criticize the truthful utterance as untrue in the 
one case, and the true utterance as untruthful in the other. 

As against this, Ernst Tugendhat tries to make do with a single 
validity claim.®! He takes up the extended discussion connected with 
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Wittgenstein’s private language argument in order to show that the 
same assertoric validity claim is connected with such first-person 
experiential sentences as 


(11) I am in pain. 

(12) I am afraid of being raped. 

as with assertoric sentences with the same propositional content: 
(13) He is in pain. 

(14) She is afraid of being raped. 


whereby the corresponding personal pronouns in the first and third 
person are supposed to have the same reference. If Tugendhat’s 
assimiliation thesis is correct, the negation of (11) or (12) has the 
same sense as the negation of (13) or (14). It would be redundant 
to postulate a truthfulness claim alongside the claim to truth. 
Following Wittgenstein, Tugendhat takes as his starting point an 
expressive gesture, the cry “ouch,” and imagines that this linguisti- 
cally rudimentary cry of pain is replaced by an expressive utterance 
represented at the semantic level by the experiential sentence (11). 
Wittgenstein denies to such experiential sentences the character of 
statements.°* He assumes that a continuum exists between both non- 
cognitive forms of expressing pain, the gesture and the sentence. For 
Tugendhat, by contrast, the categorial difference consists in the fact 
that the experiential sentence can be false, but not the gesture. His 
analysis leads to the result that with the transformation of the cry 
into an experiential sentence with the same meaning, “an expression 
is produced that, although it is used according to the same rule as 
the cry, is true when it is used correctly; and thus there arises the 
singular case of assertoric sentences which can be true or false but 
which are nonetheless not cognitive.” For this reason, experiential 
sentences like (11) are not supposed to be distinguishable from 
assertoric sentences with the same propositional content like (13) 
on the basis of the criterion of whether or not they admit of truth. 
Both can be true or false. Of course, experiential sentences exhibit 
the peculiarity that they express an “incorrigible knowledge;” thus, 
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whenever they are used according to the rules they must be true. 
Between the sentences (11) and (13) there exists a “verificatory 
symmetry,” in the sense that (13) is true whenever (11) is used in 
conformity with the rules. 

Tugendhat explains this connection through the special proper- 
ties of the singular term “I,” with which the speaker designates 
herself without at the same time thereby identifying herself. Even if 
his thesis is correct, however, this does not solve the problem of 
explaining how a sentence can have an assertoric character and thus 
admit of truth and yet not admit of being employed cognitively, that 
is, for representing existing states of affairs. 

In general, the rules for employing assertoric sentences indicate a 
cognition; only in the case of expressive sentences is the correct 
employment of the linguistic expression also supposed to guarantee 
its truth. But a hearer who wants to ascertain whether a speaker is 
deceiving him with the sentence (11) has to test whether or not the 
sentence (13) is true. This shows that expressive sentences in the 
first person do not primarily serve the purpose of expressing cogni- 
tions, that at most they derive the truth claim ascribed to them from 
the corresponding assertoric sentences in the third person; for only 
the latter can represent the state of affairs to whose existence the truth 
claim refers. Thus Tugendhat falls into the dilemma of having to 
characterize in a contradictory way what a speaker means with expe- 
riential sentences. On the one hand, this is supposed to be a matter 
of knowledge for which the speaker claims validity in the sense of 
propositional truth; on the other hand, this knowledge cannot have 
the status of a cognition, for cognitions can be represented only in 
assertoric sentences that can in principle be contested as untrue. But 
this dilemma arises only if the validity claim to truthfulness—which 
is analagous to truth—is identified with the claim to truth. The di- 
lemma dissolves as soon as one shifts from the semantic to the 
pragmatic level and compares speech acts rather than sentences. 
Consider 


(15) I have to confess (to you) that I’ve been in pain for days. 


(16) I can report (to you) that he’s been in pain for days. 
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whereby the personal pronoun in the first person in (15) and the 
personal pronoun in the third person in (16) are to have the same 
reference. It becomes clear at a glance that if (15) is invalid, the 
speaker is deceiving the hearer, whereas if (16) is invalid, the speaker 
is telling the hearer something that is not true, although she need 
not intend to deceive him. Thus it is legitimate to postulate for 
expressive speech acts a different validity claim than for constative 
speech acts with the same meaning. Wittgenstein comes very close 
to this insight at one point in his Philosophical Investigations, where 
he is showing, in connection with the paradigm case of a confession, 
that expressive utterances do not have a descriptive sense—that is, 
do not admit of truth—and yet can be valid or invalid. 


The criteria for the truth of the confession that I thought such-and-such are 
not the criteria for a true description of a process. And the importance of the 
true confession does not reside in the fact that it is a reliable report of a 
certain process. It resides rather in the special consequences which can be 
drawn from a confession whose truth is guaranteed by the special criteria 
of truthfulness.* 


c. With these arguments we have already touched upon the third 
group of objections, which is directed against a formal-pragmatic 
approach to the analysis of validity claims. These validity claims, 
following the model of legal claims, have to do with relations be- 
tween persons and are oriented toward intersubjective recognition. 
They are raised for the validity of symbolic expressions, in the stan- 
dard case for the validity of the sentence with propositional content 
that is dependent on an illocutionary component. It thus makes 
sense to regard a validity claim as a complex and derivative phe- 
nomenon that can be traced back to the underlying phenomenon 
of the satisfaction of conditions for the validity of sentences. But 
then should we not look for these conditions on the semantic level 
of analyzing assertoric, experiential, imperative, and intentional sen- 
tences, rather than on the pragmatic level of the employment of 
such sentences in constative, expressive, and regulative speech acts? 
Is not precisely a theory of speech acts, which hopes to explain the 
illocutionary binding and bonding effect through a warranty offered 
by the speaker for the validity of what she says, and through a 
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corresponding rational motivation on the part of the hearer, de- 
pendent on a theory of meaning that explains for its part under what 
conditions the sentences employed are valid? 

At issue in this debate are not questions of territorial boundaries 
or of nominal definitions but whether the concept of the validity of a 
sentence can be clarified independently of the concept of redeeming the 
validity claim raised through the utterance of the sentence. I am 
defending the thesis that this is not possible. Semantic investigations 
of descriptive, expressive, and normative sentences, if only they are 
carried through consistently enough, force us to change the level of 
analysis. The very analysis of the conditions for the validity of sen- 
tences itself compels us to analyze the conditions for the intersubjec- 
tive recognition of corresponding validity claims. An example of this 
can be found in Dummett’s development of truth-conditional 
semantics.®® 

Dummett starts from the distinction between the conditions that 
an assertoric sentence has to satisfy to be true and the knowledge 
that a speaker who asserts the sentence as true has of these truth 
conditions—conditions that at the same time determine the mean- 
ing of the sentence. Knowing the truth conditions consists in know- 
ing how one ascertains whether or not they are satisfied in a given case. 
The orthodox version of truth-conditional semantics, which tries to 
explain understanding the meaning of a sentence in terms of know- 
ing its truth conditions, is based on the unrealistic assumption that 
for every sentence, or at least for every assertoric sentence, proce- 
dures are available for effectively deciding whether or not its truth 
conditions are satisfied. This assumption rests tacitly on an empiricist 
theory of knowledge that ascribes a fundamental status to the simple 
predicative sentences of an observation language. But not even the 
argumentation game that Tugendhat postulates for verifying such 
seemingly elementary sentences consists in a decision procedure 
that could be applied like an algorithm, that is, in such a way that 
further demands for grounding are excluded in principle.® It is 
especially clear in the case of counterfactuals, universal existential 
sentences, and sentences with a temporal index—in general, any 
sentences referring to places and times that are actually inaccessi- 
ble—that effective decision procedures are lacking. “The difficulty 
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arises because natural language is full of sentences which are not 
effectively decidable, ones for which there exists no effective proce- 
dure for determining whether or not their truth conditions are 
fulfilled.” 

Because knowing the truth conditions of assertoric sentences is 
problematic in many, if not in most cases, Dummett stresses the 
difference between knowing the conditions that make a sentence 
true and knowing the grounds that entitle a speaker to assert a 
sentence as true. Relying on basic assumptions of intuitionism, he 
goes on to reformulate the theory of meaning as follows: “[A]n 
understanding of a statement consists in a capacity to recognize 
whatever is counted as verifying it, i.e., as conclusively establishing it 
as true. It is not necessary that we should have any means of deciding 
the truth or falsity of the statement, only that we be capable of 
recognizing when its truth has been established.”*® 

It is part of understanding a sentence that we are capable of 
recognizing grounds through which the claim that its truth conditions 
are satisfied could be redeemed. Thus, this theory explains the meaning 
of a sentence only indirectly through knowing the conditions of its 
validity, but directly through knowing grounds that are objectively 
available to a speaker for redeeming a truth claim. 

Now a speaker might still produce such grounds according to a 
procedure that can be applied monologically; then even an explana- 
tion of truth conditions in terms of grounding a truth claim would 
not make it necessary to move from the semantic level of sentences 
to the pragmatic level of using sentences communicatively. Dummett 
stresses, however, that the speaker is by no means able to undertake 
the required verifications in a deductively compelling manner on 
the basis of rules of inference. The set of grounds available in any 
given instance is circumscribed by internal relations of a universe of 
linguistic structures that can be surveyed only argumentatively. Dum- 
mett pursues this idea so far that in the end he gives up entirely the 
basic idea of verificationism. 


A verificationist theory comes as close as any plausible theory of meaning 
can do to explaining the meaning of a sentence in terms of the grounds on 
which it may be asserted; it must of course distinguish a speaker’s actual 
grounds, which may not be conclusive, or may be indirect, from the kind 
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of direct, conclusive grounds in terms of which the meaning is given, 
particularly for sentences, like those in the future tense, for which the 
speaker cannot have grounds of the latter kind at the time of utterance. But 
a falsificationist theory . . . links the content of an assertion with the com- 
mitment that a speaker undertakes in making that assertion; an assertion is 
a kind of gamble that the speaker will not be proved wrong. 


I see this as an indication of the fallibilistic character of the dis- 
cursive vindication of validity claims. I cannot go into the details of 
Dummett’s theory of meaning here. What is important is only that 
the illocutionary claim the speaker raises for the validity of a sen- 
tence be criticizable in principle. In any case, truth-conditional se- 
mantics in its revised form takes into consideration the fact that 
truth conditions cannot be explicated independently from knowing 
how to redeem a corresponding truth claim. To understand an 
assertion is to know when a speaker has good reasons to assume a 
warranty that the conditions for the truth of the asserted sentence 
are satisfied. 

As in the case of the meaning of assertoric sentences, it can also 
be shown for expressive and normative sentences that semantic 
analysis pushes beyond itself. The discussion that has arisen from 
Wittgenstein’s analysis of experiential sentences makes clear that the 
claim connected with expressions is genuinely addressed to others. 
The meaning of the expressive and declarative function already 
suggests a primarily communicative employment of such expres- 
sions.” The intersubjective character of the validity of norms is even 
clearer. Here, too, an analysis that starts with simple predicates for 
seemingly subjective emotional reactions to violations or impair- 
ments of personal integrity leads step-by-step to the intersubjective, 
indeed transsubjective, meaning of basic moral concepts.”! 


On the Classification of Speech Acts 


If our thesis holds that the validity of speech acts oriented toward 
reaching understanding can be contested under precisely three uni- 
versal aspects, we might conjecture that a system of validity claims 
also underlies the differentiation of types of speech acts. If so, the 
universality thesis would also have implications for attempts to class- 
ify speech acts from theoretical points of view. Thus far I have tacitly 
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been dividing speech acts into three classes: regulative, expressive, 
and constative. I would now like to justify this classification by way 
of a critical examination of other classificatory schemes. 

As is well known, at the end of his series of lectures on “How to 
Do Things with Words,” Austin tried his hand at a typology of speech 
acts. He ordered illocutionary acts on the basis of performative verbs 
and distinguished five types (verdictives, exercitives, commissives, 
behabitives, and expositives), without denying the provisional char- 
acter of this classification.” In fact, it is only for the class of commis- 
sives that Austin gives us a clear criterion of demarcation: with 
promises, threats, announcements, vows, contracts, and the like, the 
speaker commits himself to carrying out certain actions in the fu- 
ture. The speaker enters into a normative binding relationship that 
obliges him to act in a certain way. The remaining classes are not 
satisfactorily defined, even if one takes into account the descriptive 
character of the classification. They do not meet the requirements 
of distinctness and disjunctiveness; ” Austin’s classificatory scheme 
does not require us always to assign different phenomena to dif- 
ferent categories nor to assign each phenomenon to at most one 
category. 

The class of verdictives comprises utterances with which “judg- 
ments” or “verdicts”—in the sense of appraisals and assessments— 
are made. Austin does not distinguish here between judgments with 
descriptive content and those with normative content. Thus there is 
some overlap with both the expositives and the exercitives. The class 
of exercitives comprises, to begin with, all declaratives, that is expres- 
sions for institutionally—for the most part, legally—authorized deci- 
sions (such as sentencing, adopting, appointing, nominating, 
resigning, and so forth). There is overlap not only with verdictives 
(such as naming and awarding) but also with behabitives (such as 
protesting). These behabitives in turn form a class that is pretty 
heterogeneous in composition. In addition to verbs for standardized 
expressions of feeling (such as complaints and commiserations), it 
contains expressions for institutionally bound utterances (congratu- 
lations, curses, toasts, expressions of welcome) as well as expressions 
for satisfactions (apologies, thanks, all sorts of making good). Finally, 
the class of expositives does not discriminate between constatives, 


156 
Chapter 2 


which serve to represent states of affairs, and communicatives, which 
(like asking, replying, addressing, citing, and so forth) refer to 
speech itself. Also to be distinguished from these are the expressions 
with which we designate the execution of operations (such as deduc- 
ing, identifying, calculating, classifying, and the like). 

Searle has attempted to sharpen Austin’s classification.’”* He no 
longer orients himself toward a list of performative verbs differenti- 
ated within a specific language, but toward the illocutionary inten- 
tions or aims that speakers pursue with various types of speech acts, 
independently of the forms in which they are realized in individual 
languages. He arrives at a clear and intuitively convincing classifica- 
tion of speech acts: assertive (or constative), commissive, directive, 
declarative, and expressive. To start with, Searle introduces assertive 
(constative, representative) speech acts as a well defined class. From 
Austin he further takes over the class of commissives and contrasts 
these with the directives. Whereas with the former the speaker com- 
mits herself to an action, with the latter she tries to motivate the 
hearer to carry out a certain action. Among the directives, Searle 
counts ordinances, requests, instructions, imperatives, invitations, as 
well as questions and entreaties. Here, he does not discriminate 
between normatively authorized imperatives—such as petitions, rep- 
rimands, commands, and the like—and simple imperatives, that is, 
nonauthorized expressions of will. For this reason, the delimitation 
of directives from declaratives is also not very sharp. It is true that 
for declarative utterances particular institutions are required to se- 
cure the normative obligatory character of, for instance, appointing, 
abdicating, declaring war, and giving notice; but their normative 

‘meaning is similar to that of commands and directives. The last class 
comprises expressive speech acts. These are defined by their aim— 
namely, that with them, the speaker sincerely brings to expression 
her psychological attitudes. But Searle is uncertain in his application 
of this criterion; thus, the exemplary cases of avowals, disclosures, 
and revelations are missing. Apologies and expressions of joy and 
sympathy are mentioned. Evidently, Searle has allowed himself to be 
led astray by Austin’s characterization of behabitives and has tacked 
onto this class institutionally bound speech acts like congratulations 
and greetings as well. 
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Searle’s sharpened version of Austin’s speech-act typology marks 
the starting point of a discussion that has developed in two different 
directions. The first is characterized by Searle’s own efforts to pro- 
vide an ontological grounding for the five types of speech acts; the 
other is determined by the attempt to develop the classification of 
speech acts from the standpoint of empirical pragmatics so as to 
make it fruitful for the analysis of speech-act sequences in everyday 
communication. 

It is along this latter path that we find the work of linguists and 
sociolinguists such as Wunderlich, Campbell, and Kreckel.” For em- 
pirical pragmatics, social life-contexts present themselves as commu- 
nicative actions that intermesh in social spaces and historical times. 
The patterns of illocutionary forces realized in particular languages 
reflect the structure of these networks of actions. The linguistic 
possibilities for performing illocutionary acts— whether in the fixed 
form of grammatical modes or in the more flexible forms of perfor- 
mative verbs, sentence particles, sentence intonations, and the like— 
provide schemata for establishing interpersonal relations. The 
illocutionary forces constitute the knots in the network of commu- 
nicative socialization ( Vergesellschaftung); the illocutionary lexicon is, 
as it were, the sectional plane on which the language and the insti- 
tutional order of a society interpenetrate. This societal infrastructure 
of language is itself in flux; it varies in dependence on institutions 
and forms of life. But these variations also embody a linguistic crea- 
tivity that gives new forms of expression to the innovative mastery of 
unforeseen situations.” 

Indicators that relate to general dimensions of the speech situ- 
ation are important for a pragmatic classification of speech acts. 
With regard to the temporal dimension there is the question of whether 
participants are oriented more toward the future, the past, or the 
present, or whether the speech acts are temporally neutral. With 
regard to the social dimension there is the question of whether obli- 
gations relevant for the sequel of interaction arise for the speaker, 
the hearer, or for both parties. And with regard to the dimension of 
objectivity (die sachliche Dimension) there is the question of whether the 
thematic emphasis lies more on the objects, the actions, or the actors 
themselves. Kreckel uses these indicators to propose a classification 
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on which she bases her analyses of everyday communication (see 
table 2.4). 

Certainly, the advantage of this and similar classifications consists 
in the fact that they provide us with a guideline for ethnolinguistic 
and sociolinguistic descriptive systems; they are better able to cope 
with the complexities of natural settings than are typologies that start 
from illocutionary intentions and aims rather than from features of 
situations. But they pay for this advantage by relinquishing the intui- 
tively evident character of classifications that link up with semantic 
analyses and take account of the elementary functions of language 
(such as the representation of states of affairs, the expression of 
experiences, and the establishment of interpersonal relations). The 
classes of speech acts that are arrived at inductively and constructed 
in accordance with pragmatic indicators do not consolidate into 
intuitively evident types; they lack the theoretical power to illuminate 
our intuitions. 

Searle makes the move toward a theoretically motivated typology of 
speech acts by giving an ontological characterization of the illocution- 
ary intentions and the propositional attitudes that a speaker pursues 
or adopts when she performs assertive (constative), directive, com- 
missive, declarative, and expressive speech acts. In doing so, he 
draws upon the familiar model that defines the world as the totality 
of existing states of affairs, sets up the speaker/actor as an authority 
outside of this world, and allows for precisely two linguistically me- 
diated relations between actor and world: the cognitive relation of 
ascertaining facts, and the interventionist relation of realizing a goal 
of action. The illocutionary intentions may then be characterized in 
terms of the direction in which sentences and facts are supposed to 
be brought into accord. The arrow pointing downwards (J) says that 
the sentences are supposed to fit the facts; the arrow pointing up- 
wards (T) says that the facts are to be fitted to the sentences. Thus, 
the assertoric force of constative speech acts and the imperative 
force of directive speech acts appear as follows: 


Constative FH LC(p) 
Directive ! TI(H brings about p) 
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Table 2.4 
Classification according to three paradigmatic indicators 
Speaker (S) Hearer (H) 
Cognition oriented (C) Cognition oriented (C) 
Does the speaker indicate that he Does the speaker try to 
has taken up the hearer's message? influence the hearer’s view of 
the world? 
Present 
Examples: agreeing Examples: asserting, arguing, 
acknowledging, rejecting declaring 
Person oriented (P) Person oriented (P) 
Does the speaker refer to himself Does the speaker refer to the 
and/or his past action? person of the hearer and/or his 
past action? 
Past 
Examples: justifying, defending, Examples: accusing, criticizing, 
lamenting teasing 
Action oriented (A) Action oriented (A) 
Does the speaker commit himself Does the speaker try to make 
to future action? the hearer do something? 
Future 
Examples: promising, refusing, Examples: advising, challenging, 
giving in ordering 


Source: M. Kreckel, Communicative Acts and Shared Knowledge in Natural Discourse (London, 
1981), p. 188. 


whereby C stands for cognitions or the propositional attitudes of 
thinking, being of the opinion, believing, and the like, and I stands 
for intentions or the propositional attitudes of wanting, wishing, 
intending, and the like. The assertoric force signifies that S raises a 
truth claim for “p” vis-a-vis H; that is, she assumes a warranty for the 
agreement of the assertoric sentence with the facts (1); the impera- 
tive force signifies that S raises a power claim vis-a-vis H for seeing to 
it that “H brings about ‘p,’” that is, she assumes a warranty for having 
the facts brought into agreement with the imperative sentence (7). 
In describing illocutionary forces by means of the relation between 
language and the world, Searle has recourse to conditions for the 
validity of assertoric and imperative sentences. He finds his theoreti- 
cal standpoint for classifying speech acts in the dimension of validity. 
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But he restricts himself to the perspective of the speaker and disre- 
gards the dynamics of the negotiation and intersubjective recogni- 
tion of validity claims—that is, consensus-formation. The model of two 
linguistically mediated relations between a solitary actor and the one 
objective world has no place for the intersubjective relation between 
participants in communication who come to an understanding with 
one another about something in the world. When worked out, 
Searle’s ontological conception proves to be too narrow. 

The commissive speech acts seem at first to fit easily into the 
model. With a speech act of this type, S assumes a warranty vis-a-vis 
H for bringing the facts into agreement with the intentional sen- 
tence uttered (1): 


Commissive C’ TI(S brings about p) 


However, in analyzing the use of intentional sentences in an- 
nouncements, we saw that the illocutionary force of commissive 
speech acts cannot be explained through the conditions of satisfac- 
tion for the announced intention to act in a certain way. It is only 
the latter that is meant by (1). Rather, with commissive speech acts, 
the speaker binds her will in the sense of a normative obligation; and 
the conditions for the reliability of a declaration of intention are of 
quite a different sort than the conditions that the speaker satisfies 
when she, as an actor, realizes her intention. Searle would have to 
distinguish conditions of validity from conditions of success. 

In a similar way, we distinguished normatively authorized impera- 
tives such as directives, commands, ordinances, and the like from 
sheer imperatives; with the former the speaker raises a normative 
validity claim, with the latter an externally sanctioned claim to 
power. For this reason, not even the imperative sense of simple 
imperatives can be explained through the conditions for satisfying 
the imperative sentences employed therein. Even if that were 
sufficient, Searle would have difficulty restricting the class of direc- 
tives to the class of genuine imperatives and demarcating the former 
from directives and commands, since his model does not allow for 
conditions for the validity (or for the satisfaction) of norms. This 
lack is especially noticeable when Searle tries to accommodate de- 
clarative speech acts in his system. 
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It is evident that the illocutionary force of a declaration of war, a 
resignation, the opening of a session, the reading of a bill, or the 
like cannot be interpreted according to the scheme of two directions 
of fit. In producing institutional facts, a speaker does not at all refer 
to something in the objective world; rather he acts in accordance 
with the legitimate orders of the social world and at the same time 
initiates new interpersonal relations. It is purely out of embarrass- 
ment that Searle symbolizes this meaning, which belongs to another 
world, by a double arrow coined in respect to the objective world: 


declarative DI p 


whereby no special propositional attitudes are supposed to be re- 
quired. This embarrassment recurs once again in the case of expres- 
sive speech acts, whose illocutionary force can just as little be 
characterized in terms of an actor’s relations to the world of existing 
states of affairs. Searle is consistent enough to give expression to the 
inapplicability of his scheme through a neither/nor sign: 


expressive speech acts E Ø (p) 


whereby any propositional attitude at all is possible. 

We can avoid the difficulties of Searle’s attempt at classification, 
while retaining his fruitful theoretical approach, if we start from the 
fact that the illocutionary aims of speech acts are achieved through 
the intersubjective recognition of claims to power and validity, and 
if we further introduce normative rightness and subjective truthful- 
ness as validity claims analagous to truth and interpret them too in 
terms of actor/world relations. 

This revision yields the following classification: 


e With imperatives the speaker refers to a desired state in the objec- 
tive world, and in such a way that he would like to get H to bring 
about this state. Imperatives can be criticized only from the stand- 
point of whether the action demanded can be carried out, that is, 
on the basis of conditions of success. However, rejecting imperatives 
normally means rejecting a claim to power; such rejection is not 
based on criticism but itself expresses a will. 


e With constative speech acts the speaker refers to something in the 
objective world, and in such a way that he would like to represent a 
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state of affairs. The negation of such an utterance means that H 
contests the claim to truth raised by S for the proposition asserted. 


e With regulative speech acts the speaker refers to something in a 
common social world, and in such a way that he would like to 
establish an interpersonal relation recognized as legitimate. The 
negation of such an utterance means that H contests the normative 
rightness claimed by S for his action. 


+ With expressive speech acts the speaker refers to something in his 
subjective world, and in such a way that he would like to reveal to a 
public an experience to which he has privileged access. The nega- 
tion of such an utterance means that H doubts the claim raised by S 
to the truthfulness of his self-representation. 


Communicatives constitute a further class of speech acts. They can 
also be understood as that subclass of regulative speech acts—ques- 
tioning and answering, addressing, objecting, admitting, and the 
like—that serve the organization of speech, its arrangement into topics 
and contributions, the distribution of conversational roles, the regu- 
lation of turn-taking in conversation, and the like.” But it makes 
more sense to regard the communicatives rather as an independent 
class and to define them through their reflexive relation to the process 
of communication; for then we can also include those speech acts that 
either refer directly to validity claims (affirming, denying, assuring, 
confirming, and the like) or that refer to how validity claims are 
dealt with argumentatively (grounding, justifying, refuting, suppos- 
ing, proving, and the like). 

Finally, there is the class of operatives, that is, speech acts—such as 
inferring, identifying, calculating, classifying, counting, predicating, 
and the like—that designate the application of constructive rules (of 
logic, grammar, mathematics, and the like). Operative speech acts 
have a performative sense but no genuine communicative sense; they 
serve simultaneously to describe what one does in constructing sym- 
bolic expressions in conformity with rules.” 

If one takes this classification as basic, commissives and declara- 
tives, as well as institutionally bound speech acts (betting, marrying, 
oath-taking) and satisfactives (which relate to excuses and apologies 
for violating norms, as well as to reparations), must all be subsumed 
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under the same class of regulative speech acts. One can see from this 
that the basic modes are in need of further differentiation. They 
cannot be used for the analysis of everyday communication until we 
succeed in developing taxonomies for the whole spectrum of illocution- 
ary forces differentiated in a particular language within the bounda- 
ries of a specific basic mode. Only very few illocutionary acts—like 
asserting and ascertaining, promising and commanding, confessing 
and disclosing—are so general that they can characterize a basic 
mode as such. Normally, the possibilities of expression standardized 
in particular languages characterize not only the relation in general 
to validity claims, but the way in which a speaker lays claim to truth, 
rightness, or truthfulness for a symbolic expression. Pragmatic indi- 
cators—such as the degree of institutional dependence of speech 
acts, the orientation toward past and future, the speaker/hearer 
orientation, the thematic focus, and so forth—can henceforth help 
us to grasp systematically the illocutionary modifications of validity 
claims. Only an empirical pragmatics that is theoretically guided will 
be able to develop speech-act taxonomies that are informative, that 
is, neither blind nor empty. 

However, the pure types of language use oriented toward reaching 
understanding are suitable as guidelines for constructing typologies 
of linguistically mediated interaction. In communicative action, the 
plans of action of individual participants are coordinated by means 
of the illocutionary binding and bonding effects of speech acts. For 
this reason, we might conjecture that constative, regulative, and 
expressive speech acts also constitute corresponding types of linguis- 
tically mediated interaction. This is obviously true of regulative and 
expressive speech acts, which are constitutive for normatively regu- 
lated and dramaturgical action, respectively. At first glance there 
seems to be no type of interaction that would correspond in a similar 
way to constative speech acts. However, there are contexts of action 
that do not primarily serve the purpose of carrying out communica- 
tively harmonized plans of action (that is, purposive activities) but 
themselves make communication possible and stabilize it—for in- 
stance, chatting, conversing, and arguing—in general, conversation 
that in a certain context becomes an end in itself. In such cases, the 
process of reaching understanding is detached from the instrumen- 
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tal role of serving as a mechanism for coordinating action, and the 
communicative negotiation of topics gains independence and be- 
comes the purpose of the conversation. I shall speak of “conversa- 
tion” whenever the weight is shifted in this way from purposive 
activity to communication; argumentation is perhaps the most im- 
portant special case of conversation. As interest in the topics nego- 
tiated is predominant here, we could perhaps say that constative 
speech acts have constitutive significance for conversations. 

Thus our classification of speech acts can serve to introduce three 
pure types—or better, limit cases—of communicative action: conver- 
sation, normatively regulated action, and dramaturgical action. If we 
further take into account the internal relations between strategic 
action and perlocutionary acts or imperatives, we arrive at the clas- 
sification of linguistically mediated interactions in table 2.5. 


Formal and Empirical Pragmatics 


Even if the program for a theory of speech acts that I have here 
merely outlined were carried out in detail, one might ask what would 
be gained for a useful sociological theory of action by such a formal- 
pragmatic approach. The question arises, at least, why would not an 
empirical-pragmatic approach be better for this, an approach that 
did not dwell on the rational reconstruction of isolated, highly ide- 
alized speech acts but started at once with everyday communicative 
practices. From the side of linguistics there are interesting contribu- 
tions to the analysis of stories and texts,” from sociology contribu- 
tions to conversational analysis,°° from anthropology contributions 
to the ethnography of speaking,®! and from psychology investiga- 
tions into the pragmatic variables of linguistic interaction.®? By com- 
parison, formal pragmatics—which, in its reconstructive intention 
(that is, in the sense of a theory of competence) is directed to the 
conditions under which reaching understanding is possible®?’— 
seems to be hopelessly removed from actual language use.®? Under 
these circumstances, does it make any sense to insist on a formal- 
pragmatic grounding for a theory of communicative action? 

I would like to respond to this question by first (a) enumerating 
the methodological steps through which formal pragmatics can be 
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connected up with empirical pragmatics; then I shall (b) identify the 
problems that make it necessary to clarify the rational foundations 
of processes of reaching understanding; finally, I would like (c) to 
take up a strategically important argument, concerning which for- 
mal pragmatics has to learn from empirical pragmatics if it is to 
avoid locating the problem of rationality in the wrong place—that 
is, not in action-orientations, as is suggested by Weber’s theory of 
action, but rather in the general structures of the lifeworlds to which 
acting subjects belong. 

a. The pure types of linguistically mediated interaction can step 
by step be brought closer to the complexity of natural situations 
without sacrificing theoretical perspectives for analyzing the coordi- 
nation of action. This task consists in reversing in a controlled man- 
ner the strong idealizations to which we owe the concept of 
communicative action: 


e In addition to the basic modes, we admit the multiplicity of the 
concretely shaped illocutionary forces that form the culture-specific 
network of possible interpersonal relations standardized in each 
individual language. 

« In addition to the standard form of speech acts, we admit other 
forms of the linguistic realization of speech acts. 


« In addition to explicit speech acts, we admit elliptically fore- 
shortened, extraverbally supplemented, implicit utterances, the un- 
derstanding of which is dependent upon the hearer’s knowledge of 
nonstandardized, contingent contextual conditions. 


» In addition to direct speech acts, we admit indirect, nonliteral, and 
ambiguous utterances, the meaning of which has to be inferred from 
the context. 


« The focus is enlarged from isolated speech acts (and “yes” or “no” 
responses) to sequences of speech acts, to texts, or to conversations, 
so that conversational implications can come into view. 


+ In addition to the objectivating, norm-conformative, and expres- 
sive basic attitudes, we admit an overarching performative attitude 
to take account of the fact that with every speech act participants in 
communication relate simultaneously to something in the objective, 
social, and subjective worlds.®° 
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e In addition to the level of processes of reaching understanding 
(that is, speech), we bring in the level of communicative action (that 
is, the coordination through agreement of the plans of action of 
individual participants). 

e Finally, in addition to communicative action, we include in our 
analysis the resources of the background knowledge (that is, life- 
worlds) from which participants nourish their interpretations. 


These extensions amount to dropping the methodological provi- 
sions that we intended initially with the introduction of standard 
speech acts. In the standard case, the literal meaning of the sen- 
tences uttered coincides with what the speaker means (meint) with 
her speech act.°® However, the more that which the speaker means 
with her utterance is made to depend on a background knowledge 
that remains implicit, the more the context-specific meaning of the 
utterance can diverge from the literal meaning of what is said. 

When one drops the idealization of a complete and literal repre- 
sentation of the meaning of utterances, the resolution of another 
problem is also made easier—namely, distinguishing and identifying 
in natural situations between actions oriented toward reaching un- 
derstanding and actions oriented toward success. Here we must take 
into consideration that not only do illocutions occur in contexts of 
strategic action but perlocutions appear in contexts of communica- 
tive action as well. Cooperative interpretive processes run through 
different phases. As a rule, their initial phase is defined by the fact 
that the participants’ interpretations of the situation do not overlap 
sufficiently for the purpose of coordinating actions. In this phase, 
participants have either to shift to the level of metacommunication 
or to employ means of indirectly coming to an understanding. 
Reaching understanding indirectly proceeds according to the model 
of intentionalist semantics: through perlocutionary effects the 
speaker gives the hearer to understand something that she cannot 
(yet) communicate directly. In this phase, then, perlocutionary acts 
have to be embedded in contexts of communicative action. These 
strategic elements within a use of language oriented toward reaching under- 
standing can nonetheless be distinguished from strategic actions 
through the fact that the entire sequence of a segment of speech 
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stands—on the part of all participants—under the presuppositions 
of the use of language oriented toward reaching understanding. 

b. An empirical pragmatics that did not ensure for itself a formal- 
pragmatic point of departure would not have at its disposal the 
conceptual instruments needed to recognize the rational bases of 
linguistic communication in the confusing complexity of the every- 
day scenes observed. It is only in formal-pragmatic investigations 
that we can secure for ourselves an idea of reaching understanding 
that can guide empirical analysis into challenging problems—such 
as the linguistic representation of different levels of society, the 
manifestations of communication pathologies, or the development 
of a decentered understanding of the world. 

The linguistic demarcation of the levels of reality of “play” and “seri- 
ousness,” the linguistic construction of a fictitious reality, wit and 
irony, nonliteral and paradoxical uses of language, puns and 
allusions, and the contradictory withdrawal of validity claims at a 
metacommunicative level—all these accomplishments rest on inten- 
tionally confusing modalities of existence. For the clarification of the 
mechanisms of deception that a speaker has to master in order to 
do this, formal pragmatics can contribute more than even the most 
precise empirical description of the phenomena to be explained. 
With training in the basic modes of language use, the growing child 
gains the ability to demarcate by himself the subjectivity of his own 
experiences from the objectivity of objectified reality, from the nor- 
mativity of society, and from the intersubjectivity of the medium of 
language. In learning to deal hypothetically with the corresponding 
validity claims, he practices drawing the categorial distinctions be- 
tween essence and appearance, existence and illusion, “is” and 
“ought,” sign and meaning. With these modalities of being, he him- 
self gets a grip on the deceptive phenomena that initially spring 
from the involuntary confusion between his own subjectivity, on the 
one hand, and the domains of the objective, the normative, and the 
intersubjective, on the other. He now knows how one can master the 
confusions, produce de-differentiations intentionally, and employ 
them in fiction, wit, irony, and the like.” 

The situation is similar with manifestations of systematically distorted 
communication. Here, too, formal pragmatics can contribute to the 
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explanation of phenomena that are identified initially only on the 
basis of an intuitive understanding matured by clinical experience. 
Such communication pathologies can be conceived of as the result 
of a confusion between actions oriented toward reaching under- 
standing and actions oriented toward success. In situations of latent 
strategic action, at least one of the parties behaves with an orienta- 
tion toward success, but leaves others to believe that all the presup- 
positions of communicative action are satisfied. This is the case of 
manipulation that we mentioned in connection with perlocutionary 
acts. By contrast, the kind of unconscious dealing with conflicts that 
psychoanalysis explains in terms of defense mechanisms leads to 
disturbances of communication on both the intrapsychic and inter- 
personal levels simultaneously.®® In such cases, at least one of the 
parties is deceiving herself about the fact that she is acting with an 
attitude oriented toward success and is merely keeping up the ap- 
pearance of communicative action. The place of such systematically 
distorted communication within the framework of a theory of action 
can be seen below. 


Social actions 


Pa 


Communicative action Strategic action 
Latent strategic Manifest strategic 
action action 
Unconscious Conscious 
deception deception 
(systematically (manipulation) 
distorted 
communication) 


In the present context, the main advantage of a formal pragmatics 
is that it highlights, by means of the pure types of linguistically 
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mediated interaction, precisely those aspects under which social 
actions embody different sorts of knowledge. The theory of commu- 
nicative action can make good the weaknesses we found in Weber’s 
action theory, to the extent that it does not remain fixated on 
purposive rationality as the only aspect under which action can be 
criticized and improved. Drawing on the types of action introduced 
above, I would now like to comment briefly on different aspects of 
the rationality of action. 

Teleological actions can be judged under the aspect of effectiveness. 
The rules of action embody technically and strategically usable 
knowledge, which can be criticized through reference to truth 
claims and can be improved through a feedback relation to the 
growth of empirical-theoretical knowledge. This knowledge is stored 
in the form of technologies and strategies. 

Constative speech acts, which not only embody knowledge but explic- 
itly represent it and make conversations possible, can be criticized 
under the aspect of truth. In cases of more obstinate controversy 
concerning the truth of statements, theoretical discourse offers its 
services as a continuation, with different means, of action oriented 
toward reaching understanding. When discursive examination loses 
its ad hoc character and empirical knowledge is systematically called 
into question, when quasi-natural learning processes are guided 
through the sluice gates of argumentation, cumulative effects result. 
This knowledge is stored in the form of theories. 

Normatively regulated actions embody moral-practical knowledge 
and can be contested under the aspect of rightness. Like claims to 
truth, controversial claims to rightness can be made thematic and 
examined discursively. In case of disturbance in the regulative use of 
language, practical discourse offers its services as a continuation, 
with other means, of consensual action. In moral-practical argumen- 
tation, participants can test both the rightness of a given action in 
relation to a given norm and, at the next level, the rightness of such 
a norm itself. This knowledge is handed down in the form of legal 
and moral ideas. 

Dramaturgical actions embody a knowledge of the actor’s own sub- 
jectivity. These expressions can be criticized as untruthful, that is, 
rejected as deceptions or self-deceptions. Self-deceptions can be dis- 
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solved in therapeutic dialogue by argumentative means. Expressive 
knowledge can be explicated in terms of those values that underlie 
interpretations of needs, and of desires and emotional attitudes. 
Value standards are dependent in turn on innovations in the domain 
of evaluative expressions. These are reflected in an exemplary man- 
ner in works of art. The aspects of the rationality of action are 
summarized in table 2.6. 

c. This complex of action orientations, types of knowledge, and 
forms of argumentation is, of couse, inspired by Weber’s idea that 
in European modernity, with the development of science, morality, 
and art, stores of explicit knowledge have been differentiated from 
one another. These flow into various domains of institutionalized 
everyday action and, so to speak, subject to the pressure of rationali- 
zation certain action orientations that had previously been deter- 
mined in a traditionalist manner. The aspects of the rationality of 
action that can be read off from communicative action should now 
permit us to grasp processes of societal rationalization across their 
whole breadth, and no longer solely from the selective viewpoint of 
the institutionalization of purposive-rational action. 

In posing the problem in this way, however, the role of implicit 
knowledge is not given its due. It remains unclear what the horizon of 
everyday action, into which the explicit knowledge of cultural ex- 


Table 2.6 
Aspects of the rationality of action 
Model of 
Type of knowledge Form of transmitted 
Type of action embodied argumentation Knowledge 
Teleological action: Technically and Theoretical Technologies, 
(instrumental, strategic) strategically useful discourse strategies 
knowledge 
Constative speech acts Empirical-theoretical Theoretical Theories 
(conversation) knowledge discourse 
Normatively regulated Moral-practical Practical Legal and moral 
action knowledge discourse representations 
Dramaturgical action Aesthetic-practical Therapeutic Works of art 
knowledge and aesthetic 


eritique 
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perts is injected, looks like, and how everyday communicative prac- 
tices actually change with this influx. The concept of action oriented 
toward reaching understanding has the additional—and quite differ- 
ent—advantage of throwing light on this background of implicit 
knowledge that enters a tergo into cooperative processes of interpre- 
tation. Communicative action takes place within a lifeworld that 
remains at the backs of participants in communication. It is present 
to them only in the prereflective form of taken-for-granted back- 
ground assumptions and naively mastered skills. 

If the investigations of the last decade in socio-, ethno-, and psy- 
cholinguistics converge in any one respect, it is on the recognition— 
demonstrated in various ways—that the collective background 
knowledge and contextual knowledge of speakers and hearers deter- 
mines the interpretation of their explicit utterances to an extraordi- 
narily high degree. Searle has taken up this doctrine of empirical 
pragmatics. He criticizes the long-dominant view that sentences ac- 
quire literal meaning solely by virtue of the rules for using the expres- 
sions contained in them.®? So far, I too have construed the meaning 
of speech acts as literal meaning in this sense. Certainly, literal 
meaning could not be conceived at all independently of contextual 
conditions; for each type of speech act there are general contextual 
conditions that must be met if the speaker is to be able to achieve 
illocutionary success. But these general contextual conditions are in 
turn supposed to be derivable from the literal meaning of the lin- 
guistic expressions employed in the standard speech acts. As a matter 
of fact, if formal pragmatics is not to lose its object, knowledge of 
the conditions under which a speech act may be accepted as valid 
cannot depend completely on contingent background knowledge. 

However, Searle has shown—on the basis of simple assertions such 
as “The cat is on the mat” and imperatives such as “Give me a 
hamburger”—that the truth conditions and satisfaction conditions 
of the assertoric and imperative sentences employed therein cannot 
be specified independently of the context. Once we begin to vary 
relatively deep-seated and trivial background assumptions, we notice 
that the seemingly context-invariant validity conditions change their 
meaning and are thus by no means absolute. Searle does not go so 
far as to deny to sentences and utterances any literal meaning at all; 
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but he does defend the thesis that the literal meaning of an expres- 
sion is relative to a background of variable implicit knowledge that 
participants normally regard as trivial and obvious. 

The sense of this relativity thesis is not to reduce the meaning of 
a speech act to what a speaker means by it in a contingent context. 
Searle is not maintaining a simple relativism of the meaning of 
linguistic expressions; for their meaning in no way changes as we 
pass from one contingent context to the next. Rather, we discover 
the relativity of the literal meaning of an expression only through a 
sort of problematization that is not straightforwardly under our 
control. It emerges as a result of problems that occur objectively and 
have an unsettling effect on our natural worldview. This fundamen- 
tal background knowledge, which must tacitly supplement our 
knowledge of the acceptability conditions of linguistically stan- 
dardized utterances if hearers are to be able to understand their 
literal meanings, has remarkable features: It is an implicit knowledge 
that cannot be represented in a finite number of propositions; it is 
a holistically structured knowledge, the basic elements of which define 
one another; and it is a knowledge that does not stand at our disposal, 
to the extent that we cannot make it conscious and place it in doubt 
as we please. When philosophers nevertheless seek to do so, then 
that knowledge appears in the shape of commonsense certainties in 
which Moore, for instance, took an interest,” and to which Wittgen- 
stein refers in his reflections On Certainty. 

Wittgenstein calls these certainties elements of a worldview that 
are “anchored in all my questions and answers, so anchored that I 
cannot touch [them].”?! Only those beliefs that do not fit such 
convictions—convictions that are as beyond question as they are 
fundamental—appear to be absurd. “Not that I could describe the 
system of these convictions. Yet my convictions do form a system, an 
edifice.””” Wittgenstein characterizes the dogmatism of everyday 
background assumptions and skills in a way similar to that in which 
Schütz describes the mode of taken-for-grantedness in which the 
lifeworld is present as a prereflexive background: “The child learns 
to believe a host of things. I.e., it learns to act according to these 
beliefs. Bit by bit there forms a system of what is believed, and in 
that system some things stand unshakably fast and some or more 
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are less liable to shift. What stands fast does so, not because it is 
intrinsically obvious or convincing; it is rather held fast by what lies 
around it.” 

Literal meanings, then, are relative to a deep-seated, implicit 
knowledge, about which we normally know nothing because it is 

simply unproblematic and does not reach into the domain of com- 
municative utterances that can be valid or invalid. “If the true is what 
is grounded, then the ground is not true, nor yet false.”** 

Searle uncovers this layer of worldview knowledge functioning in 
everyday life as the background with which a hearer has to be 
familiar if he is to understand the literal meaning of speech acts and 
to act communicatively. He thereby directs our gaze to a continent 
that remains hidden so long as the theoretician analyzes speech acts 
from the perspective of the speaker who relates with her utterances 
to something in the objective, social, and subjective worlds. It is only 
in turning back to the context-forming horizon of the lifeworld, 
from within which participants in communication come to an un- 
derstanding with one another about something, that our field of 
vision changes in such a way that we can see the points of connection 
between the theory of action and social theory; the concept of 
society has to be linked up to a concept of the lifeworld that is 
complementary to the concept of communicative action. Then com- 
municative action becomes interesting primarily as a principle of 
socialization ( Vergesellschaftung); and at the same time, processes of 
societal rationalization acquire a different status. They take place 
primarily more within the implicitly known structures of the life- 
world than in explicitly known action orientations, as Weber 
suggested. 
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Communicative Rationality and the Theories of 
Meaning and Action (1986) 


On the Concept of Communicative Rationality 


Charles Taylor’s objections to my theory should be seen in the 
context of his own theory of language, which follows in the tradition 
of Wilhelm von Humboldt’s work in the same area.!... [Taylor] 
reconstructs my conception of language accurately from the perspec- 
tive of Humboldt’s philosophy of language. The distinction between 
the structure of language (the linguistic structure or organism of 
language) and practices of language usage (the living process of 
speech)—in other words, Humboldt’s distinction between language 
as ergon and as energeia—has, of course, been taken up by more 
recent theories of language (langue versus parole, linguistic compe- 
tence vs. linguistic performance). In the process, however, language 
has been deprived of a decisive dimension: the intersubjectivity of 
possible mutual understanding (Verständigung). Unlike Humboldt,” 
neither Saussure nor Chomsky conceives of dialogue (Gespräch?) as 
the central point of language. Taylor correctly perceives that the 
theory of communicative action can be understood as an attempt to 
develop a theory of society from precisely this approach to the 
theory of language. Yet there is a tension in Humboldt’s writings 
between the basic presuppositions with which he works, which are 
grounded in a theory of intersubjectivity, and the figures of thought 
in which these are couched, which are taken from the philosophy of 
the subject. My theory is drawn more toward the one pole, Taylor’s 
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more toward the other. This is the source of the controversy between 
us. Before proceeding further, therefore, a brief review of the issues 
involved is advisable. 

Humboldt characterizes the status of the linguistic medium of 
reaching understanding (Verständigung) in a manner similar to 
Hegel’s characterization of objective spirit. Language acts upon the 
speaking subject as an incisively molding and suprasubjective force 
without confronting her as something purely external—as is the 
case, for instance, with the contingent influence of nature. The 
structure of language maintains and renews itself solely through the 
linguistic community’s practices of reaching understanding. The lan- 
guage system makes speech acts possible that, in turn, reproduce the 
language and, in so doing, make innovative changes in it, however 
imperceptible these may be.* Everything else depends on which 
model Humboldt adopts when conceiving of the mediating unity of 
the structure of language and speech practices. Is language as a 
whole a self-referential subject that holds together the living process 
of language by means of its synthesizing achievements, or is this 
synthesis accomplished solely in the forms taken by the fractured 
intersubjectivity of dialogue (Gespräch)? Humboldt did not com- 
pletely relinquish the model of the self-referentiality of the active, 
knowing subject. His notion of language as an organism clearly still 
bears the Romantic traits of language as an expressive whole that 
externalizes its essential powers and assures itself of its creative sub- 
jectivity by contemplating these objectivations. Humboldt’s concep- 
tion of language appears simply to be a variation on Hegel’s concept 
of the concrete universal: language as such relates to the multiplicity 
of national languages, and these in turn relate to concrete speech 
acts as the moments of the universal, the particular, and the individ- 
ual in the processual web of relations of an individual totality. 

On the other hand, Humboldt is not able to articulate in these 
basic concepts of the philosophy of consciousness the insight that 
was of paramount importance to him, both as the liberal philoso- 
pher of a bourgeois individualism and in his philosophy of language. 
For he is convinced 


that the individuality of a language is only such by comparison, but that its 
true individuality resides only in the given speaker at a given time. Only in 
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the individual does language attain its final determination. No one person 
thinks with a given word exactly what another person thinks, and this 
variation, no matter how slight it is, skitters through the entire language like 
concentric ripples over water. All understanding is thus simultaneously a 
nonunderstanding, all agreement in ideas and feelings is simultaneously a 
divergence. In the manner in which language is modified in each individual, 
there is revealed, in contrast to its previously expounded potency, the power 
of man over it.’ 


Of course, Humboldt is not an empiricist who robbed the process 
of reaching understanding of the rails on which it runs and allowed 
the identity of linguistic meanings to emanate from the intentions— 
arbitrarily iterated and reciprocally superseding one another—of 
isolated individual speakers. For him, the intersubjectivity of a com- 
mon perspective does not dissolve, for example, into a series of 
isolated I-perspectives that are reflected merely in one another; 
rather it arises equiprimordially (gleichurspriinglich) with the inter- 
subjective validity of linguistic expressions that are identical in mean- 
ing. But Humboldt is no less adverse to understanding language as 
a totality that would have to prejudge the initiatives and “yes” or “no” 
positions of autonomous and unique subjects through a predeter- 
mined—fateful, as it were—preunderstanding. Humboldt wants to 
do justice to both aspects: first, to the at once unavoidable and 
counterfactual supposition that, in a given instance, all participants 
use the same expressions in a semantically identical way, for without 
this idealizing supposition they would not even be able to enter into 
a dialogue; and second, to the fact that the intentions of the speakers 
invariably deviate from the standard meanings of the expressions 
used and that this difference casts its shadow over every linguistically 
achieved agreement. 

It is my impression that Taylor does not pay sufficient attention to 
this difference. Certainly, “I” and “We” perspectives are supposed to 
complement one another; but in Taylor’s work the latter ends up 
taking precedence over the former. Taylor speaks of temporary 
breaches in a processually secured consensus, so that the breaks that 
have occurred would have to be sealed over by processes of reaching 
understanding. We can detect signs of the Romantic conception of 
language in this view, for which the synthesizing achievements and 
the unifying productive activities of a self-referentially operating 
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Spirit of Language are a first principle. The organic life of the 
linguistic totality branches out by way of the structural differences of 
national languages into the multiplicity of speech acts, yet asserts 
itself within these differentiations as the superordinated universal. 
Against this totalizing conception of language, Humboldt rightly 
brings into play the fractured intersubjectivity of a mutual under- 
standing (Verständigung) that permits the divergence, within the suc- 
cessfully achieved agreement itself, of individually nuanced thoughts 
and feelings. 

Objective agreement about something in the world—that is, agree- 
ment, the validity of which is open to question—is dependent on 
bringing about an intersubjective relationship between the speaker 
and at least one hearer capable of adopting a critical position. The 
model of dialogue (Gespräch), taken from the ideal of Platonic dia- 
logue,’ suggests a notion of dialogic synthesis that no longer en- 
sures—in the manner of the reflexive force of an “I think”—a 
monologic unity within the multiplicity of ideas. Rather, the commu- 
nicatively achieved consensus relies both on the idealizing supposi- 
tion of the identity of linguistic meanings and on the power of 
negation and autonomy of unique, irreplaceable (unvertretbar) sub- 
jects from whom intersubjective agreement to criticizable validity 
claims has to be obtained—to be won—in every case. Every dis- 
cursively achieved consensus rests on the power of negation of 
independent subjects who, in entering into an interpersonal rela- 
tionship, recognize one another reciprocally as accountable sub- 
jects—whereby accountability (Zurechnungsfähigkeit) means that they 
orient their action toward validity claims. 

Even when applied to linguistic phenomena, self-consciousness— 
the basic figure of thought of the philosophy of the subject—does 
not offer a sound basis for a theory of society. If the subject, in 
knowing its objects, relates at the same time to itself, it encounters 
itself in a double position: both as a single empirical entity in the 
world and as the transcendental subject facing the world as a whole. 
It encounters itself as one among many and as one against all (Hen- 
rich). Between these two positions of the subject there is no space 
left for the symbolically prestructured, linguistically constituted do- 
mains of culture, society, and socialized individuals. 


187 


Communicative Rationality and the Theories of Meaning and Action 


Things are quite different with respect to the basic configuration 
in the theory of communication, which is one of subjects capable of 
speech and action reaching understanding about something in the 
world. What is constitutive for this configuration is the relation of an 
“I” to an equiprimordial Alter Ego. Space opens up between the two 
for an intersubjectively shared lifeworld; participants in communica- 
tion are situated within the horizon of this lifeworld when they refer 
to objects or states of affairs in the world: “In order to designate this, 
a sensuous concept that nonetheless abstracts from all qualitative 
differences must be used; a concept that embraces the “I” and the 
“You” in one sphere and yet allows for a mutually determining 
division within this sphere. The notion of space (referring to per- 
sonal pronouns) is such a concept.” The social space of a lifeworld 
inhabited in common that opens up in the course of dialogue pro- 
vides the key to the conception of society proposed by the theory of 
communication. Humboldt already understood speech acts as con- 
necting up for interaction; he conceives of reaching understanding 
as the generative mechanism of socialization (Vergesellschaftung) — 
first as the mechanism of action coordination and social integration, 
but then also as the medium both of socialization and for the con- 
tinuation of cultural traditions. Language, worldview, and form of 
life are entwined. 

I have recalled these interrelationships because of my interest in 
a point made by Humboldt who thereby preempted George Herbert 
Mead in certain respects by a hundred years. For Humboldt already 
conceives of reaching understanding as a mechanism that socializes 
and individuates in one act. In the structures of fractured intersub- 
jectivity—which demand of competent speakers that they master the 
system of personal pronouns!°—singularization is just as impossible 
without the inexorable compulsion to universalization as is socializa- 
tion without concomitant individuation. Language contains “the 
possibility of universal understanding (Verständnis!!) within the shell 
of the most individual expression;” “in singling out, it connects.” On 
the other hand, the person who communicates with others will, in 
order to step beyond the dividing boundaries of his individuality, at 
the same time also “increase his individuality in this more elevated 
struggle.“!? And what holds true for individuals holds to an even 
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greater degree for nations: “In its capacity for dividing peoples, 
language unifies the difference between individualities without de- 
tracting from them in any way, by means of the mutual under- 
standing of foreign speech.”!3 Language compels the individuation 
of peoples and individual persons, “but in such a wonderful way that, 
precisely in dividing, it awakens a feeling of unity; it appears indeed 
as a means of creating unity, at least as an idea.”!4 

The idea to which Humboldt is alluding here gives expression to 
the rational potential of speech, that is, to the telos inherent in the 
very process of reaching understanding through language. This goal 
of reaching universal understanding has to be conveyed as a ten- 
dency of society as a whole because, and in so far as, society makes 
use of the mechanism of reaching understanding for its own coor- 
dinating purposes. 

Taylor objects at this point that my explanation of communicative 
rationality is false because I explain it in terms of a formalist and 
cognitivist ethics, although he in no way denies that it is a potential 
contained in rational speech. Here, Taylor is too quick to introduce 
philosophical ethics into the debate. In my opinion, communicative 
rationality is not exhausted by its moral-practical component. Every- 
day communicative practices extend across a wider spectrum of 
validity; claims to normative rightness constitute only one among 
several aspects of validity. Moral issues arise only when conflicts of 
action are to be resolved with the consensus of the participants from 
the point of view of this one aspect alone. Philosophy may take moral 
questions as its point of departure in order to explain the moral 
point of view, from which such questions can be answered ration- 
ally—that is, by providing good reasons. Such an ethics cannot, 
however, exhaust the rational content of everyday communicative 
practices but can only grasp it in terms of one of its aspects; more- 
over, it can only do this within the framework of a normative theory. 
Taylor could agree to these reservations and insist nonetheless that 
his objections can be raised not only against a procedural ethics but 
against procedural rationality as a whole. The case Taylor makes 
against a procedural ethics is also directed against the unity of com- 
municative rationality as whole, when this unity is understood merely 
procedurally. Does not every concept of rationality have to remain 
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enmeshed with the substantive contents of a particular form of life, 
with a particular vision of the good life? 

This question leads us back to the paradigm shift, signs of which 
are already apparent in Humboldt’s philosophy of language, at least 
on a reading that strictly takes the viewpoint of a theory of intersub- 
jectivity. According to such a reading, the moments of the universal, 
the particular, and the individual are no longer bound up with the 
ongoing process of self-relation of a higher-level subjectivity. Rather, 
they are released from their relation to a totality and are conceived 
of as equiprimordial reference points of a process of differentiation 
that moves outward radially in three directions. As a mechanism of 
socialization, the first act of reaching understanding itself sets in 
motion a dialectic of universalization, particularization, and indi- 
vidualization, a dialectic that leaves only the differentiated particular 
in the position of an individual totality. Within the structures of the 
fractured intersubjectivity of possible mutual understanding, general 
structures of the lifeworld, collective forms of life, and individual life 
histories arise and are simultaneously differentiated. The “I” is 
thereby formed equiprimordially as a subject in general, as a typical 
member of social collectives, and as a unique individual. The univer- 
sal, particular, and individual constitute themselves radially, as it 
were, and no longer as interlocking moments within a totality. This 
became clear to Humboldt as a result of his studies of the cultural 
development of civilized peoples. ! 

Here, individual language, the development of ideas, and national 
character are entwined in such a way that internal correspondences 
obtain between the linguistic worldviews and the sociocultural forms 
of life of the linguistic community. However, the same national lan- 
guages not only constitute the boundaries of a form of life, they 
serve simultaneously as a medium that traverses these boundaries; a 
medium in which different totalities—each one of which is the Spirit 
of a People—meet and where they, from their own respective stand- 
points, come to an agreement with each other about the world of all 
that is knowable “which lies in the middle.”!® Thus, national lan- 
guages, as form-giving principles guiding the shape taken by the 
individual totality of each particular worldview and of each particular 
way of life, come into their own only to the extent that, by virtue of 
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their universalist core, they both enable translations to be made 
from each language into every other language and determine the 
point of convergence toward which all cultural developments move. 
In this respect, Humboldt speaks of the “constant and uniform 
work” of the Spirit: “The purpose of this work is understanding 
(Verständnis). Thus, nobody may speak to another person in a man- 
ner different from that in which the latter, under identical condi- 
tions, would have spoken to him.”!” 

By putting it this way, Humboldt has already given a normative 
twist to what, in formal-pragmatic terms, is discernible—on the basis 
of the necessarily idealizing suppositions of communicative action— 
as the rational potential of speech. Of course, the grammatically 
regulated worldviews and forms of life appear only in the plural; 
however, they constitute totalities over which there is not some fur- 
ther, overarching supertotality but that rather correspond to one 
another in their formal and most general structures. Because all 
lifeworlds have to reproduce themselves through the medium of 
action oriented toward reaching understanding, the general charac- 
ter of communicative rationality asserts itself in the multiplicity of 
concrete forms of life. 

If moral philosophy appeals to this universalist potential of 
speech—and Humboldt did in fact use it as a basis for deriving 
something like a cosmopolitan ethics of reaching understanding !&— 
then it can develop no more than a formal or procedural ethics from 
it. In so doing, moral philosophy has to accept the fact that, with the 
concept of morality, only one of several general aspects of rationality 
inherent in linguistically structured forms of life can be recon- 
structed—and this only from the reflexive attitude of a participant 
in argumentation who considers normative validity claims hypotheti- 
cally. Such an ethics must also concede that it can explain only the 
formal conditions of valid moral judgments, but not the empirical 
conditions under which moral insights can be put into practice. 
Every universalist morality is dependent on structurally analogous 
forms of life to complement and supplement it. The circumstances 
under which it can count on this is less a matter for moral philoso- 
phy than for social theory.!® One cannot, however, as Taylor pro- 
poses, develop an ethics of language on a Humboldtian plane and 
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at the same time attempt to reconnect the universal core of morality 
to the ethical life (Sittlichkeit) of concrete forms of life.?° 

Of course, the reproduction of the lifeworld is nourished through 
the contributions of communicative action, while the latter simulta- 
neously is nourished through the resources of the lifeworld. How- 
ever, the structures of possible mutual understanding, characterized 
by a fractured intersubjectivity, prohibit us from in turn inflating this 
circular process into a totality. To the degree that the reproduction 
of the lifeworld is no longer merely channeled through the medium 
of action oriented toward reaching understanding but, with the 
increasing rationalization of the lifeworld, is a burden placed on the 
interpretive achievements of the actors themselves, the universal 
structures of the lifeworld stand out increasingly sharply from the 
particular configurations of forms of life that simply overlap with one 
another. In the face of such totalities, which it reduces to a merely 
empirical status, the approach taken by the theory of intersubjectiv- 
ity restores to favor the distinction between form and content dis- 
credited by Hegel.?! 

There is, however, another insight of Humboldt’s that Taylor may 
indeed use against me justifiably. In The Theory of Communicative 
Action, I failed to treat properly the world-disclosing (welterschließend) 
function of language. In contrast to theories of meaning oriented 
toward ideas of denotation and representation, Taylor himself has 
developed an expressivist theory of language that goes back to the 
work of Herder, Hamann, and Humboldt.?? He frees the linguistic 
constitution of worldviews from a foreshortening through a semantic 
ontology interested solely in a grammatically regulated preunder- 
standing of reality as a whole. Using Humboldt’s work, Taylor 
demonstrates how every language opens up a grammatically pre- 
structured space, how it allows what is within the world to appear 
there in a certain way, and also at the same time makes possible 
legitimate orders of interpersonal relationships and the spontaneous 
self-presentation of creative-expressive subjects. “World-disclosure” 
means for Taylor, as for Humboldt, that language is the constitutive 
organ not only of thought, but also of social practices and of expe- 
rience, of the formation of ego and group identities. And yet Taylor 
here again tends to totalize this world-disclosing function of lan- 
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guage. In so doing, he succumbs to an epistemological perspectivism 
that Humboldt himself avoids. 

Humboldt conceives of the different linguistic worldviews as con- 
verging rays that illuminate one and the same world as “the sum of 
the knowable.” This convergence is possible due to innerworldly 
learning processes in which the world-disclosing force of an inter- 
preting language has first io prove its worth within the world. Of 
course, as the system of rules for a given language changes, so too 
do. the conditions of validity for the sentences that can be formu- 
lated in that language. But whether such conditions of validity are 
actually satisfied to such an extent that the sentences can function 
within their language games depends not only on the world-disclos- 
ing power of language but also on the innerworldly effects of the 
practices that it for its part makes possible. Because all other func- 
tions of language (that is, the representation of states of affairs, the 
taking up of interpersonal relations, and the expressive self-pres- 
entation of speakers) are intimately connected with criticizable 
validity claims, everyday communicative practices—and also the cul- 
tures of experts that emerge out of them—can develop an inde- 
pendent logic (Eigensinn) that transcends all local boundaries. Thus, 
the modes of action constituted by a linguistic worldview operate in 
the light of a communicative rationality that imposes on the partici- 
pants an orientation toward validity claims, and in this way triggers 
learning processes with possible reactive effects on the antecedent 
understanding of the world. Taylor is wrong to allow this problem- 
solving capacity of language to disappear behind its capacity for 
world disclosure.”* 


Problems in the Theories of Meaning and Action 


Proponents of formal semantics are challenged by the proposition 
that reaching understanding in language terminates in the intersub- 
jective recognition of criticizable validity claims and is therefore a 
phenomenon that cannot be grasped by a semantic analysis of the 
meaning of sentences, but rather necessitates a pragmatic analysis of 
successful utterances. Rolf Zimmermann has criticized the theory of 
communicative action from this point of view.” He believes that I 
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have been led, through overgeneralizing the special case of action 
oriented toward reaching understanding, into carrying the social 
aspect of the orientation toward validity into the theory of meaning, 
and falsely making it into the central aspect of language itself.” 
Zimmermann fails to see that formal pragmatics provides solutions 
to problems that have arisen in the theoretical tradition dating back 
to Frege. If my proposals are conceived of as an internally motivated 
development of formal semantics, this might help to overcome cer- 
tain barriers to their being understood and accepted.?® I shall sub- 
sequently discuss a difficulty in the analysis of imperatives that has 
in the meantime prompted me to amend my theory. 

To start with, a few key words concerning the most important 
stages on the path from formal semantics to formal pragmatics.’ 
The point of departure is Frege’s theory, which emerges out of a 
double critique of psychologism and reference semantics. Meanings 
are to be analyzed on the basis of the formal properties of their 
linguistic expression as something objective and publicly accessible. 
It is no longer the designation of an object by a name that is the 
model for linguistic meanings, but rather the relation between sen- 
tences and states of affairs. In this context, the sentence forms the 
most elementary unit constituting meaning. The decisive step then 
is to link meaning and validity in the sense of truth (Wahrheitsgel- 
tung). Taking a simple assertoric sentence, Frege develops the thesis 
fundamental for truth-conditional semantics: one understands the 
meaning of a sentence if one knows the conditions under which the 
sentence is true. In this regard, Frege distinguishes the assertoric 
force that makes a sentence an assertion from the propositional 
content of what is stated in it. What has been asserted can be com- 
pletely explicated with reference to the truth conditions; all the 
assertoric force adds to this is that these conditions are considered 
to be satisfied. The propositional sentence “p” expresses both at 
once. 

For this reason, the analysis of linguistic meanings can confine 
itself to analyzing sentences and can abstract from the pragmatic 
rules concerning the use of sentences. In addition to this semantic 
abstraction, Frege also makes a less conspicuous cognitivist abstrac- 
tion, whereby he reduces all meanings to propositional contents 
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and, indirectly, to the meaning of assertoric sentences or proposi- 
tions. A third abstraction is due to the objective conception of truth, 
which Davidson will later explain with the help of Tarski’s theory of 
truth, stripping it of the Platonist connotations prevalent in Frege’s 
work. The truth conditions, which are construed purely semantically, 
explain what makes a sentence true, and do not, for instance, extend 
epistemically to a knowledge of truth conditions attributable to a 
speaker or a hearer. As a result of these abstractions, the sphere of 
application of formal semantics is initially pretty restricted.?® The 
further development of the theory of meaning is driven forward by 
attempts to relax these abstractions and ultimately to overcome 
them. Let me remind you (in reverse order) of Dummett’s verifica- 
tionist theory, which gives up the restriction to an objective concep- 
tion of truth, of the modal theories from Stenius to Searle, which 
expand Frege’s approach to include the analysis of nonassertoric 
forces, and of Austin’s speech-act theory, which drops the semantic 
abstraction once and for all. Finally, I understand formal pragmatics 
as a theory that succeeds in overcoming even the barriers of the 
empiricist ontology within which all three of the aforementioned 
developments of formal semantics still move. 

Dummett links truth conditions to the knowledge that speakers 
and hearers have of them. Truth conditions would remain ineffec- 
tive for understanding the meaning of sentences if they were not 
known as such conditions. Now, this turn away from the objective 
conditions that make a sentence true in favor of the epistemic con- 
ditions under which the speaker and hearer are able to identify and 
recognize truth conditions is supposed not only to explain the un- 
derstanding of sentences. It is intended at the same time to extend 
the sphere of application of formal semantics to include types of 
sentences that had hitherto eluded analysis. If, namely, the reasons 
that the speaker can provide for the possible truth of a sentence are 
constitutive for its meaning, and if in this way the meaning of a 
sentence is linked by way of potential justifications to its validity, in 
the sense of truth, then counterfactual statements, modalized state- 
ments, statements with a temporal index, and so forth are all opened 
up to an investigation based on truth-conditional semantics. With 
this move, Dummett has not yet done anything about the cognitivist 


195 


Communicative Rationality and the Theories of Meaning and Action 


abstraction, let alone the semantic one. For the verificationist proce- 
dure that he proposes in order to establish truth conditions can be 
carried out monologically and is geared solely to the truth condi- 
tions of assertoric sentences. Verification cannot yet be equated with 
the intersubjective putting into effect of a discursive vindication of 
different validity claims. 

The post-Wittgensteinian modal theories that nonetheless link up 
with Frege’s ideas, such as those put forward by Stenius, Kenny, 
Tugendhat, and others, can be understood as attempts to relax the 
cognitivist abstraction: the intention here is to make accessible the 
“forces—now understood as illocutionary forces—to a purely se- 
mantic analysis. The simple ontological model of Austin’s two “direc- 
tions of fit” underlies this approach; the assertoric force represents 
the agreement between sentences and states of affairs, and the im- 
perative force represents the adjustment of states of affairs to fit 
sentences. This model has the advantage of introducing each of the 
fundamental modes with reference to “conditions of satisfaction.” 
However, although these conditions are now differentiated in terms 
of truth conditions and success conditions, respectively, they none- 
theless continue to be based on the ontological presuppositions of 
language as a reflection of the world, and thus remain restricted to 
the fundamental relation between sentences and states of affairs. On 
this conception, illocutionary forces do not have to be conceived of 
as modes of using sentences, that is, pragmatically, with the result 
that the semantic abstraction remains untouched. This also, of 
course, explains the limited explanatory potential of this approach. 
For the whole breadth of illocutionary forces can in no way be 
derived from the assertoric-imperative double mode. Even the most 
elaborately worked out taxonomy”? does not succeed in embracing 
even the most important modes or classes of speech act: normative 
obligations, orders, and declarations all evade—as do expressive 
utterances—an attempt at classification that operates using exactly 
two relations between language and the objective world, and in so 
doing, remains bound to the logocentrism of Frege’s semantics.*” 

In the end it is Austin who, following the later Wittgenstein, takes 
the decisive step toward an analysis of speech acts and overcomes the 
semantic abstraction. He resolutely replaces truth semantics with a 
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use theory of meaning and replaces the analysis of sentences with 
an analysis of the use of sentences in utterances. This provides him 
with the scope to uncouple the illocutionary forces from the proto- 
typical case of an assertoric sentence. Austin begins to free himself 
from an ontology that is geared exclusively toward the objective 
world as a totality of existing states of affairs and that results in 
special emphasis being placed on assertoric sentences and proposi- 
tional truth. His concept of an illocutionary act opens up the entire 
spectrum of speech to linguistic analysis. Wittgenstein’s thesis that 
meaning is to be sought not in the relation of sentences to some- 
thing in the world, but rather in the conventionally regulated use of 
these sentences had directed the attention of linguistic analysts to 
the wealth of language games that regulate “grammatically” the use 
of sentences in the context of forms of life. Yet, this liberating turn 
away from the world of existing states of affairs back to the contexts 
of the lifeworld did not only push to one side all the abstractions of 
Frege-Davidsonian semantics; in giving up the reference to the ob- 
jective world, it also renounced any internal relation between mean- 
ing and validity—or rather, it assimilated a form of validity that had 
been equated with validity, in the sense of truth, to the social validity 
of cultural practices. That may have been sufficient for an investiga- 
tion motivated solely by a therapeutic interest. Yet anyone who main- 
tained an interest in explanation and wished to elaborate a use 
theory of meaning in the form of a theory of speech acts without at 
the same time surrendering linguistic analysis to the task of ethnolin- 
guistic description of family resemblances—in the wider sense of 
ethnolinguistic—was faced with the objection that, for every sen- 
tence, there are innumerable context-dependent ways of using it. 
Because Austin did not in any wav wish to sacrifice to contextualism 
the orientation toward theory, he had to search for a systematically 
motivated classification of speech acts—for general rules for the typi- 
cal use of sentences in utterances. With this, the program of formal 
pragmatics was born, at least. 

Admittedly, Austin’s own analyses of types of language use, which 
he carried out inductively, did not lead to theoretical generaliza- 
tions. In contrast, the systematics of language functions, developed 
by Roman Jakobson following Karl Bühler, was motivated by an 
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interest in theory; despite this, however, it remained entrenched in 
the framework of an empirical pragmatics, which could not match 
the insights provided by formal semantics or linguistic phenomenol- 
ogy. Language games, and speech acts as their elementary units, 
could be subjected once again to formal analysis only when a point 
of reference was successfully secured for speech-act theory that was 
as objective as that attained by formal semantics with its linking of 
meaning and validity in the sense of truth. Searle returned to formal 
semantics for this reason. As we have seen, an alternative is available 
to us if we follow Humboldt’s theoretical approach to the constitu- 
tion of language, for this retains the idea of a relation between the 
various linguistically constituted worldviews and an objective world. 
In his transcendental pragmatics, Karl-Otto Apel has always energeti- 
cally articulated this universalist core in the face of the pluralism of 
Wittgenstein’s language games. 

Taking Apel as my point of departure, I then forged a link to 
Austin (and the early Searle) by 


a. providing justification for Buhler’s language functions in terms of 
a theory of validity; 


b. generalizing the objective conception of truth conditions to an 
idea of validity conditions in general (including normative rightness 
and subjective truthfulness (Wahrhaftigkeit)), while renouncing the 
ontology of one world; 


c. taking further the epistemic turn inaugurated by Dummett 
through connecting these conditions of validity with an intersubjec- 
tive conception of justification through argumentation; in order 
finally to 


d. recognize the illocutionary component of speech acts as the lin- 
guistic expression of the raising of validity claims that can be re- 
deemed in discourse. 


I have elaborated this idea in the shape of a formal-pragmatic theory 
of meaning. 

It proceeds from the simple notion that we understand a speech 
act if we know the conditions that make it acceptable. What is at issue 
here are objective conditions of validity that may not be inferred 
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directly from the semantic content of the linguistic expressions used, 
but only as mediated by the epistemic claim raised by the speaker 
for the validity of her utterance in the performance of her illocu- 
tionary act. This validity claim rests on a reservoir of potential rea- 
sons with which it can, if necessary, be redeemed in discourse. The 
reasons interpret the validity conditions and, to this extent, are 
themselves part of the conditions that render the validity claim 
worthy of intersubjective recognition and make a corresponding 
utterance acceptable. Only with this step is the turn away from 
formal semantics to pragmatics—initiated by Wittgenstein and 
Austin—truly effected, and furthermore in such a way that the cog- 
nitivist and objectivist abstractions, too, can be overcome completely. 
This in turn necessitates a revision of the basic ontological concepts 
that have become established in philosophy, but I do not want to go 
into this here. 

This brief review of the history of the theory of language was 
intended merely to show that the comprehension of linguistic ex- 
pressions already requires an orientation toward validity claims and 
that a rationally motivating force is already inherent in linguistic 
processes of reaching understanding as such. If understanding a 
speech act depends on knowing the conditions for its acceptability, 
then the speaker’s illocutionary aim of being understood points to 
the further aim that the hearer should accept her speech-act offer. 
Acceptance or agreement on the part of the hearer is equivalent to 
recognition of a validity claim raised by the speaker. It is based on 
the good reasons that the speaker offers in order to redeem the 
validity claim in discourse (or else on a credible warranty issued by 
the speaker that she could provide such reasons, if necessary). And 
the hearer, with his “yes” to a validity claim he has accepted as worthy 
of recognition—that is, with his acceptance of the speech-act offer— 
also takes upon himself, as a rule, certain obligations relevant for the 
sequel of interaction, such as obligations to meet a request, to trust 
a confession, to believe a statement, to rely on a promise, or to obey 
an order. For this does have consequences for the further course of 
the interaction—whether with the speaker or with other participants 
or persons affected; and it explains why linguistic acts of reaching 
understanding—which have as their core a speech-act offer and a 
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“yes” or “no” position—are able to take on functions of action coor- 
dination in the first place. What distinguishes the approach taken by 
formal pragmatics from that of formal semantics is the insight into 
the internal connection between understanding (Versiehen) and 
reaching understanding (Verständigung). This does not mean, how- 
ever, as Jeffrey Alexander has contended,”! that I in any way confuse 
linguistic understanding (Verstehen) and agreement (Einverständnis). 

To understand an expression, however, means to know how one 
can make use of it in order to reach understanding with someone 
about something. One can already see from the conditions for un- 
derstanding linguistic expressions that the speech acts that can be 
carried out with the help of such expressions are oriented toward 
reaching understanding, that is, toward achieving a rationally moti- 
vated agreement between participants in communication about 
something in the world. One would have utterly failed to grasp what 
it is to understand the meaning of an utterance if one did not know 
that this is supposed to serve the purpose of reaching understanding 
about something, that is, of bringing about agreement—and the 
concept of agreement involves its “being valid” for the participants. 
The dimension of validity is inherent in language. I regard Zimmer- 
mann’s view that the orientation toward validity claims is carried into 
the genuine sphere of speaking and linguistic understanding from 
the domain of social action as an empiricist misconception.?” The 
orientation toward validity claims is part of the pragmatic conditions 
of the possibility of reaching understanding, that is, of under- 
standing language itself. 

Someone trained in formal semantics is likely to present simple 
imperatives as an incisive example disproving my thesis. For it ap- 
pears to be the case that a foreigner who has just arrived in town 
already understands a child’s (begging) request, “Give me some 
money,” if he knows the conditions under which the action re- 
quested would be carried out successfully. It looks as though a 
normative validity claim is not involved here at all, or rather that it 
only then comes into play when we take into account the pragmatic 
context within which the speech act—semantically analyzable as a 
request—can be characterized pragmatically as begging.*4 Against 
such a counterintuitive reading I want to stick by the analysis carried 
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out in The Theory of Communicative Action?” Knowledge of the condi- 
tions of success, which are to be inferred from the propositional 
component of the imperative in question, is not sufficient in order 
to understand the illocutionary meaning, that is, the specifically 
imperative character of the request. Rather, the hearer must under- 
stand the normative context that authorizes the speaker to make the 
demand, thereby legitimating her expectation in the first place that 
the addressee has reasons to carry out the action demanded of him. 
Otherwise the hearer lacks any knowledge of the conditions for his 
agreement; it is this agreement which first justifies his taking on of 
obligations relevant for the sequel of interaction—in this case, hand- 
ing over “some money.” A knowledge of (a) the conditions of success 
must be accompanied by a knowledge of (b) the conditions under 
which the speaker has reasons to regard as valid (that is, as norma- 
tively justified) an imperative with the content (a)—for example, 
that children are allowed to beg from foreigners in the streets of 
Lima.’ 

Now, what is decisive here is that we cannot conceive of any 
situation in which a request would be understandable as such with- 
out it being authorized or backed up by some kind of normative 
background, however weak this may be; even if it is only the autho- 
rizing norm that one should help people or children in distress—or 
human beings as such—whereby “being in need of help” is itself one 
of the pragmatic presuppositions underlying a request. Admittedly 
there is the limit case of normatively nonauthorized imperatives, 
such as that of the bank robber who threatens the bank teller, 
commanding her to hand over money. In such cases, the conditions 
of normative validity must be replaced by sanction conditions that 
complete the acceptability conditions. The robber’s “Hands Up!,” 
exclaimed while pointing a revolver, shows that a validity claim has 
been replaced by a power claim and that the imperative is to be 
understood in the sense of a factual expression of will, whereby one 
person’s will is simply imposed on the will of another. In this case, 
the reservoir of potential sanctions contingently linked with the 
imperative provides the speaker with certainty that the addressee has 
good reasons to conform. 
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My mistake was to treat this limit case of a pure imperative backed 
up by power as a class of speech acts in its own right. In doing so, as 
Zimmermann, Tugendhat, and Skjei point out, I got caught up in 
contradictions. I have already revised this position in my reply to 
Skjei:>’ I now regard simple or normatively nonauthorized impera- 
tives as a parasitical case.”® As a sociologist I ought to have known 
that a continuum obtains between power that is merely established 
as a matter of fact and power that has been transformed into nor- 
mative authority. For this reason, all imperatives to which we attrib- 
ute an illocutionary force can be analyzed according to the model 
of normatively authorized imperatives. What I wrongly took to be a 
difference in category now shrinks to a difference in degree. The 
bank robber’s imperative, sanctioned by his “Hands Up!,” belongs to 
those limit cases of a manifestly strategic use of speech acts in which 
the missing illocutionary force is replaced by an appeal to a reservoir 
of potential sanctions. This mode of language use is parasitical to 
the extent that understanding a speech act of this kind involves 
conditions that are derived from the conditions under which norma- 
tively authorized, nondegenerate imperatives can be used.’® 

In general, to be sure, the strategic use of illocutionary acts func- 
tions under conditions of latently strategic action: the speaker may 
not “admit to” perlocutionary effects that he wishes to trigger in the 
hearer in the form of obligations relevant for the sequel of interac- 
tion, as the side effects of a consensus that is seemingly achieved 
communicatively. However, the objections raised by Alexander in his 
essay have shown me yet again that my use of Austin’s terms “perlo- 
cutionary” and “illocutionary,” diverging as it does from established 
philosophical usage, leads to misunderstandings. This prompts me 
to provide some terminological clarifications. 

To begin with, I want to distinguish more clearly between the 
immediate illocutionary aim (or, as the case may be, success) of the 
speaker—namely, that the hearer understands her utterance—and 
the more far-reaching aim that the hearer accepts her utterance as 
valid and thereby takes on obligations relevant for the sequel of 
interaction. Illocutionary success in the narrower sense consists in 
understanding (Verstehen), whereas illocutionary success in the 
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broader sense consists in an agreement that has a coordinating 
effect, that is, in the success of the interaction. I had hitherto termed 
only those effects “perlocutionary” that are not related internally to 
the meaning of the sentences uttered, whereas this term usually 
applies to all those effects the speaker has on the hearer that go 
beyond the mere understanding of the communicative act. Given 
that, as we have seen above, the dimension of validity is already 
inherent in linguistic understanding, it would appear advisable to 
count not just understanding an utterance (on the basis of knowing 
its acceptability conditions) as part of the illocutionary aim (or, as 
the case may be, success) of the speaker, but also to include the 
agreement reached with the hearer, that is, the hearer’s acceptance 
of the speech-act offer. This illocutionary aim in the broader sense 
is also achieved solely through the performance of the illocutionary 
act. I want to hold onto this. However, in order to bring my termi- 
nology more into line with established usage, I now want to call all 
effects that go beyond this “perlocutionary.” For example, the con- 
viction that forms in a hearer when he accepts that a statement is 
true could just as easily be prompted by a lie; in this case it would 
represent precisely the type of effect that a speaker with a strategic 
intention wishes to achieve. This terminological concession necessi- 
tates a differentiation within the class of perlocutionary effects: be- 
tween effects that, in the course of obligations relevant for the sequel 
of interaction, result from the semantic content of what is said, and 
those effects that occur contingently independently of grammatically 
regulated contexts. With this I wish to correct the mistake I made of 
equating this distinction within the theory of meaning with the 
distinction within the theory of action between strategically and 
nonstrategically motivated perlocutionary effects. 

I term those effects strategically motivated that come about only 
if they are not declared or if they are brought about by deceptive 
speech acts that merely pretend to be valid. Perlocutionary effects 
of this type indicate that the use of language oriented toward reach- 
ing understanding has been put at the service of strategic interac- 
tions. I have referred to this as “the use of language with an 
orientation toward consequences”*°—a speaker’s one-sided and lat- 
ently undertaken subordination of illocutionary acts to conditions 
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of action oriented toward success. In accordance with this termino- 
logical revision, it is no longer possible to assign all perlocutions to 
the class of latently strategic actions.*! Against Jeffrey Alexander, 
however, I want to emphasize that the distinction between communicative 
and strategic action is not influenced by this revision. 

I define communicative action, inter alia, by stating that action 
coordination must satisfy the condition of an agreement reached 
communicatively, without reservation. The requirement that illocu- 
tionary aims be pursued “without reservation” is intended precisely 
to exclude cases of latently strategic action. In strategic action, lin- 
guistic processes of reaching understanding are (generally) not used 
as a mechanism of action coordination. Here, we can no longer 
explain the coordination of different plans of action through refer- 
ence to conditions for a communicatively achieved agreement that 
culminates in the intersubjective recognition of criticizable validity 
claims; instead, we may appeal only to the conditions for the recip- 
rocal influence that opponents, acting in a purposive rational way 
and oriented respectively toward their own success, attempt to exert 
upon one another. My critics have on occasion overlooked the fact 
that both models of action attribute to the actors a capacity for setting 
goals and for goal-directed action, as well as an interest in executing 
their own plans of action.” Other critics, it is true, acknowledge the 
fact that in both models a teleological structure of action is presup- 
posed; however, they identify the pursuit of illocutionary aims with- 
out reservation (as well as the pursuit of the perlocutionary aims that 
are mediated through the attainment of illocutionary success), as 
envisaged in the model of communicative action, with the egocentric 
pursuit of one’s own interests and aims, as permitted in the model 
of teleological or strategic action, in such a way that one model 
merges with the other.* An identification of this kind is not permis- 
sible, even if the description of both cases is based on the same 
teleological language game of goal-setting actors who pursue aims, 
achieve results, and trigger effects. For the illocutionary “aims” of 
reaching understanding cannot be defined without reference to the 
linguistic means of reaching understanding: the medium of lan- 
guage and the telos of reaching understanding inherent within it 
constitute one another reciprocally. The relation between them is 
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not one of ends and means. For this reason, the “aims” that an actor 
pursues in language and can realize only in cooperation with an- 
other actor cannot be described as though they resembled condi- 
tions that we can bring about by intervening causally in the world. 
For the actor, the aims of action oriented respectively toward success 
and toward reaching understanding are situated on different levels: 
either in the objective world or, beyond all entities, in the linguisti- 
cally constituted lifeworld. I do not mean to imply that speaking is a 
self-sufficient action that bears its purpose within itself and that must 
be distinguished from actions aimed at purposes external to them. 
Nonetheless, we must in both cases distinguish between the ontologi- 
cal presuppositions as well as between the perspectives and attitudes 
of the actors; we must in each case conceive of the aims and the 
realization of these purposes in a different way. 

For the speaker and hearer involved, in reaching understanding 
about something with one another, the illocutionary aims of under- 
standing (Verstehen) and agreement (Einverständnis) lie beyond the 
world in which a purposively acting individual intervenes in order to 
achieve his goal. Illocutionary aims can, from the perspective of the 
participants, be achieved only within the dimension of world-disclos- 
ing language itself, and in such a manner that the intersubjective 
recognition of disputable validity claims depends on the autono- 
mous agreement of a subject who is held to be accountable. Illocu- 
tionary success can thus be achieved only cooperatively and is never, 
as it were, at the disposal of an individual participant in interaction. 
Strategic action is also subject to conditions of the double contin- 
gency of actors equipped with freedom of choice. Yet these pur- 
posive actors, who condition one another with regard to their own 
respective successes, are accessible for one another only as entities 
in the world. They have to attribute successes and failures solely to 
themselves, namely, as the results of their own causal intervention in 
the supposedly law-governed nexus of innerworldly processes. The 
same also holds, of course, for collective actors who are only consti- 
tuted as such in the first place through the cooperation of individual 
actors. 

Furthermore, communicative and strategic action do not differ 
primarily in terms of the attitudes of the actors but rather with 
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respect to structural characteristics. A formal-pragmatic analysis of 
successful speech acts is required precisely because, in communica- 
tive action, the structure of the use of language oriented toward 
reaching understanding is superimposed on the fundamental tele- 
ological structure of action and subjects the actors to precisely such 
constraints as compel them to adopt a performative attitude—an 
attitude that is more laden with presuppositions than is the objecti- 
vating attitude of the strategic actor. Interaction mediated through 
acts of reaching understanding exhibits both a richer and a more 
restrictive structure than does strategic action. 

As game theory has shown, strategic action has had the effect of 
generating models. If one is not led astray by a semanticist theory of 
meaning, that is, if one does not split off the illocutionary binding 
and bonding effect (Bindungswirkung) from the speech act, relegat- 
ing this effect to context-dependent ways of using language, one will 
have no difficulty in recognizing two limit cases of communicative 
action in the two other models of action known to us from sociologi- 
cal theory. Just as the normative and expressive modes of language 
use correspond to one function of language respectively, so too are 
normatively regulated and dramaturgical action tailored to fit one 
specific aspect of validity respectively: in the first case, the legitimacy 
of the permissible interpersonal relations and, in the second case, 
the authenticity of self-presentation. The above-mentioned models 
represent limit cases (and not, as I had incorrectly asserted, “pure 
types”) ** of action oriented toward reaching understanding, to the 
extent that in these cases the dynamics of reciprocally taking a 
position with regard to criticizable validity claims, which is essential 
to communicative action, is suspended: in the one case, by means of 
a presupposed value consensus and, in the other, by an empiricist 
reinterpretation, as impression management, of self-presentation 
oriented toward reaching understanding.® 

In the light of these philosophical observations, a number of the 
general misgivings raised by Alexander, Berger, Dux, Joas, and others 
with respect to the basic assumptions of my theory of action can be 
disposed of. I in no way identify the practice of speech with that of 
social action. I do not fail to recognize that social interactions of all 
types are mediated by language and that even strategic interactions 
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require demanding feats of understanding and interpretation. How- 
ever, because the structure of the use of language oriented toward 
reaching understanding imposes certain attitudes and perspectives 
on the communicative actor that are incompatible with exerting a 
causal influence over an opponent, which is oriented directly toward 
one’s own success, I do not distinguish between the two controversial 
types of action solely from an analytical point of view. The sociologi- 
cal observer, too, is in principle in a position to distinguish between 
communicative and strategic action on the basis of the attitudes that, 
from the perspective of the actor, present a complete alternative.” 

This ideal-typical distinction, that is, one which is made on the 
basis of criteria unambivalent from the point of view of the pragmat- 
ics of language, and which is by no means merely analytic, does not 
in any way rob the complex concept of social cooperation—what 
Marx termed “labor”—of its relevance: something that is important 
in social reality must not also be fundamental conceptually. More- 
over, the degree of rationality of strategic action can vary; seen 
empirically, it rarely meets the demands of game theory and decision 
theory. 

It should now also be clear that approaching an analysis of action 
oriented toward reaching understanding from the vantage point of 
speech-act theory by no means implies an assimilation of this action 
to the model of discourses—which serve to relieve action.*® Action 
oriented toward validity is not (as Dux believes) assimilated to the 
treatment in argumentation of validity claims that have become 
problematic. Nevertheless, I want to hold on to the thesis that, with 
the action-coordinating role of factually raised and recognized valid- 
ity claims, a moment of unconditionality enters into everyday com- 
municative practices. Criticizable validity claims are Janus-faced: as 
claims they transcend, at least from the perspective of the partici- 
pants, all merely local agreements and rely on a subversive, ever- 
flexible reservoir of potential, disputable reasons; on the other 
hand, they must be raised here and now within specific contexts, with 
coverage provided by an unquestioned cultural background, and 
accepted (or rejected) with regard to nonreversible action se- 
quences—the social reality of the lifeworld consists of such action 
sequences, which are intermeshed by way of criticizable validity 


207 
Communicative Rationality and the Theories of Meaning and Action 


claims. Apel uses the vivid image of the interlocking of the ideal and 
the real communication community; but this sounds almost too 
Kantian. The doctrine of the “two realms” has been completely 
overcome. The structure of the use of language oriented toward 
reaching understanding demands idealizing suppositions on the 
part of the communicative actors; however, these suppositions func- 
tion as social facts and are, as is language itself, constitutive for the 
form in which sociocultural life reproduces itself. 

Alexander maintains that, in the concept of communicative ac- 
tion, I conflate “ideological” questions with methodological and em- 
pirical ones. I am supposed to have tacitly smuggled in “value 
postulates” by way of the definitions of reaching understanding and 
action oriented toward reaching understanding, instead of declaring 
them openly. The identification of linguistic understanding 
(Sprachverstehen) with a communicatively achieved agreement sup- 
posedly serves this purpose. Even if we leave this misinterpretation 
aside, however, what Alexander overlooks is the point of the entire 
project. I would never have tackled a formal-pragmatic reconstruc- 
tion of the rational potential of speech if I had not harbored the 
expectation that I would in this way be able to obtain a concept of 
communicative rationality from the normative content of the univer- 
sal and unavoidable presuppositions of the noncircumventable practice 
of everyday processes of reaching understanding. It is not a matter 
of this or that preference, of “our” or “their” notions of rational life; 
rather, what is at issue here is the reconstruction of a voice of reason, 
a voice that we have no choice but to allow to speak in everyday 
communicative practices—whether we want to or not. Perhaps I have 
deviously obtained through definitions what I claim to have found 
through reconstructions—this, at any rate, is the claim on which 
criticism should focus. 

Those who reproach me for neglecting materialist components 
suspect me of another type of idealization. This objection occurs in 
several versions. Johannes Berger suspects that lurking behind my 
conceptual strategy is the intention to divide up, as Durkheim did, 
all social actions into moral and immoral actions from the point of 
view of altruism and egoism. Johannes Weiss also maintains that 
communicative action owes its integrative achievements in the first 
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instance to the moral force of normative validity claims. Apart from 
anything else, these reservations do not apply for the simple reason 
that I introduce normatively regulated action merely as a limit case 
of communicative action: the rationally motivating binding and 
bonding effect of speech acts spreads across the whole spectrum of 
illocutionary forces, which are differentiated according to the par- 
ticular language involved, and appear in different constellations 
depending on the particular linguistic worldview and form of life. It 
is precisely this internal differentiation of the spectrum of validity 
and the interplay of cognitive, expressive, and aesthetic validity 
claims with conventional, moral, and legal ones that accords every- 
day communicative practices their autonomy vis-a-vis (and their clear 
distinction from) normative contexts (which, moreover, comprise 
only one of three components of the background of the lifeworld). 
Weiss and others have rendered their objections more specific in 
that they argue that the concept of communicative action suggests 
the rationalist illusion that language could engender from within ' 
itself illocutionary binding and bonding effects; they maintain that, 
in fact, the binding and bonding effect of communicative acts can 
arise only “if certain social and institutional constellations as well as 
psychological dispositions are presupposed;” and “it is toward these 
empirical conditions for the development and binding character of 
rationality that the explanations offered by an empirical theory of 
society must be directed.”°° This is precisely my contention. However, 
the pragmatic concept of language permits another, nonempiricist 
description of the same thing. I have never left any room for doubt 
that the concept of action oriented toward reaching understanding 
developed in “Intermediate Reflections: Social Action, Purposive 
Activity, and Communication”! must be supplemented by a comple- 
mentary concept of the lifeworld as elaborated in “Intermediate 
Reflections: System and Lifeworld.”°? It would be completely impos- 
sible to explain how everyday processes of consensus formation 
repeatedly succeed in overcoming the hurdle posed by the risk of 
disagreement built into practices of reaching understanding in the 
form of criticizable validity claims were we not able to take into 
account the massive preunderstanding of participants in communica- 
tion; this preunderstanding resides in the self-evident features of an 
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intuitively present, prereflexively known form of life that is presup- 
posed as unproblematic—features that have become culturally habi- 
tualized for the participants in communication and into which they 
have been socialized. Subjects acting communicatively, in their su- 
perficially autonomous achievements in reaching understanding, 
are dependent on the resources of a background knowledge of the 
lifeworld that is not at their disposal. What is important here is the 
double—philosophical and sociological—point of view in terms of 
which the lifeworld can be analyzed more accurately. It is not I who 
blend both analytical levels “into one another in a way that is, for all 
the convergence of approaches to the problem, inadmissible” 
(Weiss) .>* 
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4 


Actions, Speech Acts, Linguistically Mediated 
Interactions, and the Lifeworld (1988) 


It will facilitate a perspicuous overview of the multiple interconnec- 
tions between action and speech if we start with the clearest and 
simplest examples possible.! I shall exemplify “action” by means of 
everyday or practical activities such as running, handing things over, 
hammering, or sawing; I shall exemplify “speech” by means of 
speech acts such as commands, avowals, and statements. In both 
cases we may speak of “actions” in a broader sense. However, so as 
not to blur the differences that are important for my argument, I 
shall choose from the outset two different descriptive models. First, 
I shall describe actions in the narrower sense—simple nonlinguistic 
activities of the aforementioned sort—as purposive activities (Zweck- 
tätigkeiten); with these, the actor intervenes in the world in order to 
achieve his intended goals through the choice and implementation 
of appropriate means. Second, I shall describe linguistic utterances 
as acts by means of which a speaker wishes to reach understanding 
(sich verständigen) with another person about something in the 
world. — 

Descriptions of linguistic utterances are possible from the perspec- 
tive of the actor, that is, in the first person. They may be contrasted 
with descriptions from the perspective of a third person who ob- 
serves how an actor, by means of purposive activity, attains a goal or 
how he, by means of a speech act, reaches understanding about 
something with another person. In the case of speech acts, descrip- 
tions from the perspective of the second person are always possible 
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(“You order me (he orders me) to drop my weapon”); in the case of 
purposive activities, such descriptions are possible only when the 
activities are incorporated into contexts of cooperation (“You hand 
over (he hands over) the weapon to me”). 


Speech versus Action 


To begin with, one can appeal to the difference between descriptive 
perspectives in order to explain why the two types of nonlinguistic 
and linguistic actions respectively rely on specific conditions of un- 
derstanding (Verstehen). When I observe a friend hurrying past at a 
run on the other side of the road, I can, of course, identify her 
hurrying past as an action. For some purposes, the sentence “She 
hurries down the road” will also suffice as a description of the action; 
with this, we attribute an intention to the actor, namely, that she 
wishes to get to somewhere down the road as quickly as possible. But 
we cannot infer this intention from the observation; rather we pre- 
suppose a general context that justifies our conjecture of such an 
intention. To be sure, even then the action remains curiously in need 
of further interpretation. It might be the case that our friend does 
not want to miss her train, does not want to be late for a lecture, or 
wants to keep an appointment; it might equally be the case that she 
thinks she is being followed and is fleeing, that she has just escaped 
attack and is running away, that she has panicked for some other 
reason and is simply wandering about, and so forth. Although, from 
the perspective of the observer, we can identify an action, we cannot 
describe it with certainty as the execution ofa specific plan of action; 
for to do so, we would have to know the intention accompanying the 
action. We can, by means of indicators, deduce what the intention is 
and attribute it hypothetically to the actor; in order to be certain of 
it, however, we would have to be able to take up the perspective of 
the participant. Nonlinguistic activity does not of itself afford us such 
an insight in any way—it does not ofits own accord make itself known 
as the action that it is planned to be. Speech acts, by contrast, do 
satisfy this condition. 

If I understand the command that my girlfriend gives me (or 
someone else) when she tells me (or that other person) to drop my 
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gun, then I know fairly well what action she has carried out: she has 
uttered this specific command. This action does not remain in need 
of interpretation in the same sense as does the running past of my 
hurrying friend. For in the standard case of literal meaning, a 
speech act makes the intention of the speaker known; a hearer can 
infer from the semantic content of the utterance how the sentence 
uttered is being used, that is, what type of action is being performed 
with it. Speech acts interpret themselves; they have a self-referential 
structure. The illocutionary element establishes, as a kind of prag- 
matic commentary, the sense in which what is said is being used. 
Austin’s insight that one does something by saying something has a 
reverse side to it: by performing a speech act, one also says what one 
is doing. Admittedly, this performative sense of a speech act reveals 
itself only to a potential hearer who, in adopting the stance of a 
second person, has given up the perspective of an observer in favor 
of that of a participant. One has to speak the same language and, as 
it were, enter the intersubjectively shared lifeworld of a linguistic 
community in order to benefit from the peculiar reflexivity of natu- 
ral language and to be able to base the description of an action 
carried out with words on understanding the implicit self-commen- 
tary of this speech act. 

Speech acts differ from simple nonlinguistic activities not only by 
virtue of this reflexive characteristic of self-interpretation but also by 
virtue of the kind of goals that can be intended through speaking, 
as well as the kind of successes that can be achieved. Certainly, at a 
general level, all actions, linguistic and nonlinguistic ones, can be 
conceived of as goal-oriented activity. However, as soon as we wish to 
differentiate between action oriented toward reaching understanding and 
purposive activity, we must heed the fact that the teleological language 
game in which actors pursue goals, are successful, and produce 
results takes on a different meaning in the theory of language than 
it does in the theory of action—the same basic concepts are inter- 
preted in different ways. For our present purposes, it suffices to 
describe purposive activity in a general way as a goal-oriented and 
causally effective intervention in the objective world. Corresponding 
to the goal, which is selected from a standpoint that is value laden, 
is a state in the world that is to be brought into existence through 
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the choice and application of apparently appropriate means. Under- 
lying the plan of action here is an interpretation of the situation in 
which the goal of action is determined (a) independently of the 
means of intervention (b) as a state to be brought about causally (c) 
in the objective world. It is interesting to note that speech acts 
cannot be subsumed without difficulty under this model of pur- 
posive activity; at any rate, the speaker himself cannot intend his 
illocutionary aims in terms of this description (a-c). 

If we conceive of a speech act as a means whose end is reaching 
understanding (Verständigung) and divide up the general aim of 
reaching understanding into the subcategories of, first, the aim that 
the hearer should understand the meaning of what is said and, sec- 
ond, the aim that she should recognize the validity of the utterance, 
then the description of how the speaker can pursue these aims does 
not fulfill any of the three conditions mentioned above. 

a. Illocutionary goals cannot be defined independently of the 
linguistic means of reaching understanding. Grammatical utterances 
do not constitute instruments for reaching understanding in the 
same way as, for example, the operations carried out by a cook 
constitute means for producing enjoyable meals. Rather, the me- 
dium of natural language and the telos of reaching understanding 
interpret one another reciprocally: the one cannot be explained 
without recourse to the other. 

b. The speaker cannot intend the aim of reaching understanding 
as something that is to be brought about causally, because the kind 
of illocutionary success that goes beyond mere understanding of 
what is said depends on the hearer’s rationally motivated agreement. 
The hearer must, as it were, of her own free will give approval to 
agreement on a given matter by recognizing (the validity of) a criti- 
cizable validity claim. Illocutionary goals can be attained only coop- 
eratively; they are not, unlike causally produced effects, at the 
disposal of the individual participant in communication. A speaker 
cannot attribute illocutionary success to himselfin the same way that 
someone acting purposively is able to attribute to himself the result 
of his intervention in the nexus of innerworldly processes. 

c. Finally, from the perspective of the participants, the process of 
communication and the result to which this is supposed to lead do 
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not constitute innerworldly states. Persons acting purposively en- 
counter one another solely as entities in the world, despite the 
freedom of choice they mutually attribute to each other; they are 
accessible for one another only as objects or opponents. Speaker and 
hearer, by contrast, adopt a performative attitude in which they 
encounter one another as members of the intersubjectively shared 
lifeworld of their linguistic community, that is, in the second person. 
In reaching an understanding with one another about something in 
the world, the illocutionary aims they pursue reside, from their 
perspective, beyond the world to which they can refer in the objec- 
tivating attitude of an observer and in which they can intervene 
purposively. To this extent, they also remain in a transmundane 
position for one another. 

We have distinguished speech acts from simple nonlinguistic ac- 
tivities on the basis of two characteristics: first, that the former are 
self-interpreting actions with a reflexive structure; and second, that 
they are directed toward illocutionary goals that cannot have the 
status of a purpose to be achieved in an innerworldly way, cannot be 
realized without the freely given cooperation and agreement of an 
addressee, and can be explained only with recourse to the concept 
of reaching understanding that is inherent in the linguistic medium 
itself. The conditions for understanding both types of action are 
different, as are the basic concepts in terms of which the actors 
themselves could describe their goals. 

The relative independence of these two types of action is also 
confirmed by the different respective criteria for success. Purposive 
interventions and speech acts satisfy different conditions of ration- 
ality. Rationality has less to do with the possession of knowledge than 
with how subjects capable of speech and action use knowledge. Now, 
it is certainly true that a propositional knowledge is embodied in 
nonlinguistic activities just as much as it is in speech acts. It is the 
specific way in which such knowledge is used, however, that deter- 
mines the sense of rationality according to which the success of the 
action is assessed. If we take as our point of departure the noncom- 
municative use of propositional knowledge in teleological actions, 
we encounter a concept of purposive rationality—as it has been 
elaborated in the theory of rational choice. If we start with the 
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communicative use of propositional knowledge in speech acts, we 
encounter a concept of communicative rationality (Verständigungs- 
rationalität) that can be explicated in the theory of meaning with the 
help of the conditions for the acceptability of speech acts. Intuitively 
underlying the concept of communicative rationality is the experi- 
ence of the noncoercively unifying, consensus-promoting force of 
argumentative speech. Whereas purposive rationality refers to the 
conditions for causally effective interventions in the world of exist- 
ing states of affairs, the rationality of processes of reaching under- 
standing is assessed with reference to the interconnections between 
(a) the conditions of validity for speech acts, (b) the validity claims 
raised with speech acts, and (c) the reasons provided for the vindi- 
cation of these claims in discourse. The conditions for the rationality 
of successful speech acts are of a different caliber than the condi- 
tions for the rationality of successful purposive activity. 

These observations are intended merely to serve as initial evi- 
dence in favor of the more far-reaching contention that purposive 
and communicative rationality may not be substituted for one an- 
other. On this premise, I regard purposive activity and action ori- 
ented toward reaching understanding as elementary types of action, 
neither of which may be reduced to the other. In the following, 
we shall be concerned with the associations into which both of 
these types of action enter in linguistically mediated interactions. 
What I call communicative action emerges out of one of these 
associations. 


Communicative versus Strategic Action 


I use the term “social action” or “interaction” as a complex concept 
that can be analyzed with the aid of the elementary concepts of 
action and speech. In linguistically mediated interactions (and our 
discussion will deal only with these from now on), both these types 
of action are entwined. To be sure, they occur in different constel- 
lations, depending on whether the illocutionary forces of speech 
acts assume an action-coordinating role, or whether the speech acts 
for their part are subordinated in such a way to the extralinguistic 
dynamics of the exertion of influence of actors who affect one an- 
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other purposively that the specifically linguistic binding and bond- 
ing energies (Bindungsenergien) remain unused. 

An interaction may be understood as the solution to the problem 
of how the action plans of several actors can be coordinated in such 
a way that the actions of Alter can be connected up with those of 
Ego. Here, “connecting up” means in the first instance merely the 
reduction in scope of contingently colliding possibilities for choice 
to a degree that makes possible the radial interlocking of topics and 
actions in social spaces and historical time. If we adopt the perspec- 
tive of the participants, the need for connection already arises out 
of the interest each has in pursuing her own action plans. A tele- 
ological action can be described as the realization of a plan that 
relies on the actor’s interpretation of the situation. In carrying out 
a plan, the actor comes to grips with a situation, whereby the action 
situation forms a segment of the environment interpreted by the 
actor. This segment is constituted in light of the options for action 
considered relevant by the actor with respect to the success of a plan. 
The problem of action coordination occurs as soon as an actor can 
carry out her plan only interactively, that is, with the help of the 
action of at least one other actor (or of his refraining from action). 
Depending on how Alter’s plans and actions are connected up to 
those of Ego, different types of linguistically mediated interactions 
result. 

The two types of interaction can, to begin with, be distinguished 
from one another according to the respective mechanism of action 
coordination—in particular, according to whether natural language 
is employed solely as a medium for transmitting information or 
whether it is also made use of as a source of social integration. In 
the first case I refer to strategic action and in the second to commu- 
nicative action. In the latter case, the consensus achieving force of 
linguistic processes of reaching understanding ( Verstandigung)—that is, 
the binding and bonding energies of language itself—becomes effec- 
tive for the coordination of actions. In the former case, by contrast, 
the coordinating effect remains dependent on the influence—func- 
tioning via nonlinguistic activities—exerted by the actors on the 
action situation and on each other. Seen from the perspective of the 
participants, the two mechanisms—that of reaching understanding, 
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which motivates convictions, and that of exertion of influence, which 
induces behavior—must be mutually exclusive. Speech acts cannot 
be carried out with the simultaneous intentions of reaching an 
agreement with an addressee with regard to something and of exer- 
cising a causal influence on him. From the point of view of speakers 
and hearers, agreement cannot be imposed from without, that is, 
cannot be forced upon one side by the other, either by direct inter- 
vention in the action situation or indirect exertion of influence 
(again, calculated in terms of one’s own success) on the proposi- 
tional attitudes of one’s opponent. What comes about manifestly 
through gratification or threat, suggestion or deception, cannot 
count intersubjectively as an agreement; an intervention of this sort 
violates the conditions under which illocutionary forces arouse con- 
victions and bring about “connections.” 

Because communicative action is dependent on the use of lan- 
guage oriented toward reaching understanding, it has to fulfill more 
stringent conditions. The participating actors attempt to attune their 
respective plans cooperatively within the horizon of a shared lifeworld 
and on the basis of common interpretations of the situation. Fur- 
thermore, they are prepared to achieve these indirect goals of defin- 
ing the situation and harmonizing their aims in the role of speakers 
and hearers via processes of reaching understanding—that is, by pursu- 
ing illocutionary aims without reservation. Reaching understanding 
linguistically functions in such a way that the participants in interac- 
tion come to an agreement with one another about the validity 
claimed for their speech acts or, as appropriate, take into considera- 
tion disagreements that have been ascertained. With speech acts, 
criticizable validity claims are raised that have a built-in orientation 
toward intersubjective recognition. A speech-act offer gains a bind- 
ing and bonding force in that the speaker, in raising a validity claim, 
issues a credible warranty that he would be able to redeem this claim 
with the right sort of reasons, if required. Communicative action can 
thus be distinguished from strategic action in the following respect: 
the successful coordination of action does not rely on the purposive 
rationality of the respective individual plans of action but rather on 
the rationally motivating power of feats of reaching understanding, 
that is, on a rationality that manifests itself in the conditions for a 
rationally motivated agreement. 
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To be sure, speech-act offers can develop an action-coordinating 
effect only because the binding and bonding force of a speech act 
that is both understandable and has been accepted by the hearer 
also extends to the consequences for the sequel of interaction that 
result from the semantic content of the utterance— whether asym- 
metrically for the hearer or speaker or symmetrically for both par- 
ties. Whoever accepts a command feels herself obliged to carry it 
out; whoever makes a promise feels himself bound to make it come 
true if need be; whoever accepts an assertion believes it and will 
direct her behavior accordingly. I have subsumed the understanding 
and acceptance of speech acts under illocutionary success; all goals 
and effects that go beyond this are to be termed “perlocutionary.” I 
now want to distinguish between perlocutionary effects;, which arise 
from the meaning of the speech act, and perlocutionary effectsg, 
which do not arise as grammatically regulated effects from what has 
been said itself but rather occur in a contingent way, although they 
are conditional on illocutionary success. Consider the following ex- 
ample: H understands (illocutionary successj) and accepts (illocu- 
tionary successg) the request that she give Y some money. H gives Y 
“some money” (perlocutionary effect) and thus gives pleasure to Y's 
wife (perlocutionary effects). This latter sort of effect, which is not 
regulated by grammar, usually will be a public component of the 
interpretation of the situation, or at least will be of a kind that could 
be declared openly without impairing the course of the action. This 
is not the case if the speaker by means of his request wishes to get 
the addressee to enable Y to make preparations for a burglary with 
the money he has received, whereby the speaker assumes that H 
would not approve of such a criminal act. Here, carrying out the 
planned criminal act would be a perlocutionary effects, which would 
not come about if the speaker were to declare it as his aim from the 
beginning. 

This case of latently strategic action is an example of how the mecha- 
nism of reaching understanding works in the construction of inter- 
actions that is deficient in an interesting way: the actor can reach his 
strategic aim of aiding and abetting a criminal act in the form of a 
nonpublic perlocutionary effects only if he achieves illocutionary 
success with his request. He will, in turn, succeed in this only if the 
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speaker professes to be pursuing unreservedly the illocutionary aim 
of his speech act, that is, if he leaves the hearer in the dark as to the 
actual violation of the presuppositions of action oriented toward 
reaching understanding by one of the parties involved. The latently 
strategic use of language lives parasitically on normal language usage 
because it functions only if at least one of the parties involved 
assumes that language is being used with a built-in orientation to- 
ward reaching understanding. This derivative status points to the 
independent logic underlying linguistic communication—a logic 
that is effective for coordination only to the extent that it subjects 
the purposive activities of the actors to certain constraints. 

Of course, even in communicative action, the teleologically struc- 
tured sequences of action of the individual actors pervade the proc- 
esses of reaching understanding; it is, after all, the purposive 
activities of the participants in interaction that are linked up with 
one another via the medium of language. However, the linguistic 
medium can fulfill this linking-up function only if it interrupts the 
plans of action—each respectively monitored in terms of the actor’s 
own success—and temporarily changes the mode of action. This 
communicative shift by way of speech acts performed unreservedly 
subjects the action orientations and action courses—egocentrically 
geared toward the requirements of each actor involved—to the 
structural constraints of an intersubjectively shared language. These 
constraints force the actors to change their perspective: they must 
shift perspective from the objectivating attitude of an actor oriented 
toward success who wants to realize some purpose in the world, to 
the performative attitude of a speaker who wants to reach under- 
standing with a second person with regard to something in the 
world. Without this switch to the conditions for the use of language 
oriented toward reaching understanding, the actors would be de- 
nied access to the potential inherent in the binding and bonding 
energies of language. This is why a latently strategic action fails as 
soon as the addressee discovers that her counterpart has only appar- 
ently broken off his orientation toward success. 

The constellation of speech and action changes in strategic action. 
Here, the illocutionary binding and bonding forces wane; language 
shrinks to a medium of information. We can see this clearly if we 
look at the example just mentioned: 
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(1) S:I request that you give Y some money. 


Under the presuppositions of communicative action, the person to 
whom an order or a demand is addressed must know the normative 
context that authorizes the speaker to make his demand, thereby 
justifying the expectation that the addressee has reasons to carry out 
the required action. Knowledge of the conditions of success (for 
handing over the money), which can be inferred from the proposi- 
tional content of (1), does not suffice in order to understand the 
illocutionary meaning of this speech act—that is, its specific charac- 
ter qua imperative. Knowledge of the conditions of success must be 
supplemented by knowledge of those conditions under which the 
speaker can have reasons to regard request (1) as a valid imperative, 
which means in this case, as normatively justified: for example, that 
Sis addressing a friend, a colleague known to be generous in money 
matters, a creditor, or an accomplice. For it is of course also a 
normative validity claim that the addressee may reject for some 
reason or other. 


(1°) H: No, you have no right to ask that of me. 


In contexts of manifestly strategic action it is precisely these validity 
claims—claims to propositional truth, to normative rightness, and to 
subjective truthfulness (Wahrhaftigkei)—that are undermined. The 
presupposition of an orientation toward validity claims is suspended 
here. 

A bank robber’s cry of “Hands up!” while pointing a gun at a 
cashier whom he orders to hand over money demonstrates in a 
drastic fashion that, in such a situation, the conditions of normative 
validity have been replaced by sanction conditions. The acceptability 
conditions for an imperative that has been stripped of any normative 
backing must be supplemented by such sanction conditions. So too 
in the case of request (1). If the law-abiding addressee knows that Y 
wishes to use the money she is to give him in order to make prepa- 
rations for a crime, then S will have to supplement his request by 
pointing to possible sanctions. He may, for example, say: 


(2) S: I request that you give Y some money—otherwise I will tell 
the police how deeply you are already involved in the whole affair. 


226 
Chapter 4 


The disintegration of the normative background is shown sympto- 
matically in the “if-then” structure of the threat, which replaces the 
validity claims presupposed in communicative action with power 
claims; from this we can see the changed constellation of speech and 
action. In manifestly strategic action, the speech acts (whose illocution- 
ary forces have been weakened) relinquish the role of coordinating 
action, passing it on to forms of exerting influence that are external 
to language. Stripped in this way of its potency, language now fulfills 
only those information functions remaining once linguistic feats 
of reaching understanding have been robbed of their consensus- 
forming function, and once the validity of utterances—now sus- 
pended in communication—can be deduced only indirectly. Speech 
act (2) is a request only on the surface; it is in fact a threat: 


(2a) S: If you do not give Y money, I will tell the police that... 


Threats are examples of speech acts that play an instrumental role 
in contexts of strategic action, have forfeited their illocutionary 
force, and derive their illocutionary meaning from other contexts of 
employment in which the same sentences are normally uttered with 
an orientation toward reaching understanding. Acts of this kind— 
acts that have become independent as perlocutionary acts—are not 
illocutionary acts at all, for they are not aimed at the rationally 
motivated position of an addressee. This can be seen from the way 
in which threats are repudiated: 


(2a’) H: No, you have nothing you can use against me. 


The “no” refers to empirical conditions under which the threat 
alone could achieve the desired perlocutionary effect. The hearer 
contests the reasons that were supposed to motivate her to act in the 
manner predicted by S. Unlike illocutionary acts, threats do not rely 
on general, addressee-independent reasons that could convince any- 
one. Their “then-component” points rather to particular reasons 
that could provide specific addressees in particular circumstances 
with an empirical motive to act in a certain way. 

Like simple imperatives, insults, too, often have an ambiguous 
character. They may have normative backing, and express, for in- 
stance, moral condemnation; however, they may also become inde- 
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pendent as perlocutionary acts, serving, for instance, to instill fear 
and terror in the addressee. 

The concept of communicative action provisionally introduced 
here is based on a particular conception of language and reaching 
understanding; it has to be developed in the context of theories of 
meaning. I cannot attempt to do this in detail here. Nonetheless, 
I wish at least to introduce and explicate the basic assumption of 
the formal-pragmatic theory of meaning, which refers to the inter- 
nal connection between meaning and validity. This, as yet, says noth- 
ing about the fruitfulness of such a theoretical approach for the 
social sciences. The concept of communicative action must prove 
its worth within the sociological theory of action. The latter is sup- 
posed to explain how social order is possible. In this respect, the 
analysis of the presuppositions of communicative action may be 
helpful. It opens up the dimension of the background of the life- 
world, which enmeshes and stabilizes interactions to form higher- 
level aggregates. 


The Pragmatic Turn in the Theory of Meaning 


The concept of communicative action develops the intuition that the 
telos of reaching understanding is inherent in language. Reaching 
understanding is a normatively laden concept that goes beyond the 
mere understanding of a grammatical expression. A speaker reaches 
understanding with another with regard to some matter. Such an 
agreement (Einverständnis) can be achieved by both parties only if 
they accept the utterances involved as correct (sachgemäß). Agree- 
ment with regard to something is measured in terms of the intersub- 
jective recognition of the validity (Gültigkeit) of an utterance that can 
in principle be criticized. Of course, understanding the meaning of 
a linguistic expression and reaching understanding about something 
with the help of an utterance held to be valid are two different 
things; an equally sharp distinction must be made between an utter- 
ance that is held to be valid and one that is valid. Nonetheless, 
questions of meaning cannot be separated completely from ques- 
tions of validity. The basic question of meaning theory—namely, 
what it is to understand the meaning of a linguistic expression—can- 
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not be isolated from the question of the context in which this 
expression may be accepted as valid. One simply would not know 
what it is to understand the meaning of a linguistic expression if one 
did not know how one could make use of it in order to reach 
understanding with someone about something. One can see from 
the very conditions for understanding linguistic expressions that the 
speech acts that can be formed with their help have a built-in orien- 
tation toward a rationally motivated agreement with regard to what 
is said. To this extent, an orientation toward the possible validity of 
utterances is part of the pragmatic conditions, not just for reaching 
understanding but, prior to this, for linguistic understanding itself. 
In language, the dimensions of meaning and validity are internally 
connected. 

Truth-conditional semantics has made use of this insight ever 
since Frege: one understands an assertoric sentence if one knows 
what is the case if it is true. It is, however, no coincidence that it is 
a sentence and not a speech act—moreover, a propositional sen- 
tence rather than a nonassertoric sentence—that serves here as the 
prototype. According to this theory, the problem of validity is located 
exclusively in the relation of language to the world conceived as the 
totality of facts. Because validity is equated with assertoric truth, a 
relationship between the meaning and the validity of linguistic ex- 
pressions is produced only in the modes of speech in which facts 
are established. However, as Karl Buhler already observed, the rep- 
resentational function is only one of three equiprimordial (gleich- 
ursprünglich) functions of language. Sentences that are used 
communicatively serve simultaneously to express the intentions or 
subjective experiences (Erlebnisse) of a speaker, to represent states of 
affairs (or something occurring in the world), and to enter into 
relations with an addressee. The three basic aspects of a speaker 
reaching understanding/with another/about something are 
reflected in these three functions. A threefold relation exists be- 
tween the meaning of a linguistic expression and (a) what is intended 
(gemeint) with it, (b) what is said in it, and (c) the way in which it is 
used in a speech act. 

Curiously enough, each of the three best-known approaches to 
meaning theory proceeds from just one of these three rays of mean- 
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ing that are bundled together, as it were, in the focal point of 
language; each approach then aims to explain the entire spectrum 
of meaning in terms of this single function of language. Intention- 
alist semantics (from Grice to Bennett and Schiffer) takes as funda- 
mental what the speaker means (meint), or wishes to give to 
understand, with an expression used in a given situation; formal 
semantics (from Frege via the early Wittgenstein to Dummett) takes 
as its point of departure the conditions under which a sentence is 
true (or, as the case may be, rendered true); and the use theory of 
meaning inaugurated by the later Wittgenstein refers everything in 
the final instance to the habitualized contexts of interaction in which 
linguistic expressions fulfill practical functions. Each of these three 
competing theories of meaning connects up with precisely one as- 
pect of the process of reaching understanding. They wish to explain 
the meaning of a linguistic expression either from the perspective 
of what is meant as intended meaning, or from the perspective of 
what is said as literal meaning, or from the perspective of its use in 
interaction as utterance meaning. The stylization in each case of 
just one of the three aspects simultaneously taken account of in 
Bühler’s schema of language functions has led to bottlenecks that I 
cannot go into here. The theory of speech acts (as developed by 
Searle, following Austin) came on the scene in response to these 
difficulties. 

Speech-act theory accords the speaker’s intention a proper place 
without, as in Gricean semantics, simply reducing linguistic proc- 
esses of reaching understanding (Verständigung) to strategic action. 
In emphasizing the illocutionary component, speech-act theory also 
takes into consideration the interpersonal reference of speech, as 
well as its character as action; however, it does so without, as in 
Wittgensteinian pragmatics, excluding all validity claims that point 
beyond the provincial horizon of particular, in principle equally 
legitimate language games. For with the concept of satisfaction con- 
ditions, speech-act theory also ultimately respects the relation be- 
tween language and world, between sentence and states of affairs. 
By virtue of this one-dimensional definition of validity as the satis- 
faction of conditions of propositional truth, however, speech-act 
theory remains bound to the cognitivism of truth-conditional se- 
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mantics. It is precisely here that I see the deficit that has to be made 
good as soon as one recognizes that all language functions, and 
not only the function of representation, are imbued with validity 
claims. 

The sentence “I give Ysome money” is ambiguous with regard to 
its mode; this ambiguity disappears when, depending on the context, 
the sentence functions as a promise, as a confession, or even as a 
prediction: 


(3) S: I promise you that I will give Y some money. 


(4) S:I would like to divulge to you that I am going to give Y 
some money. 


(5) &: I can predict to you that X (another person) will give Y 
some money. 


The type of validity claim that a speaker connects with promises, 
confessions, and predictions emerges from the corresponding nega- 
tions with which the hearer could reject these speech-act offers: 


(3) H: No, you’ve always been unreliable in such matters. 
(4) H: No, you just want to lead me up the garden path. 
(5%) H: No, he doesn’t have any money. 


With (3) the speaker raises the normative claim that he is entering 
into an obligation, with (4) the claim to subjective truthfulness 
(Wahrhaftigkeit) —to mean what he says, with (5) a claim to proposi- 
tional truth. Moreover, a speech act may be negated from several 
points of view and not just from the aspect of validity dominant in a 
given situation. The imperative 


(1) S: I request that you give Y some money. 
can be turned down not only with 
(1) H:No, you have no right to do so. 


but also by casting doubt on the truthfulness of the speaker or on 
the existential presuppositions of the propositional content: 
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(1”) H: No, you don’t mean that seriously—you are pulling my 
leg. 


(1) H: No, I won’t be meeting Y and will have no opportunity to 
hand over money to him. l 


The same holds true mutatis mutandis for constative and expressive 
speech acts. Whether an utterance fulfills its representational func- 
tion is measured, of course, in terms of the truth conditions; but the 
fulfillment of the interactive and expressive functions of language is 
assessed in terms of truth-analogous conditions of authorization and 
truthfulness. Every speech-act can, as a whole, always be criticized as 
invalid from three points of view: as untrue with respect to the 
statement made (or the existential presuppositions of its proposi- 
tional content); as incorrect with respect to established normative 
contexts (or the legitimacy of the norms presupposed); or as lacking 
in truthfulness with respect to the speaker’s intention. Let us assume 
for the moment that this trichotomous extension of the concept of 
validity, here merely sketched, could be developed in detail. What 
would be the implications of this for the basic question addressed by 
meaning theory? 

Dummett already takes the first step toward a pragmatic reinter- 
pretation of the problem of validity. He demonstrates that truth- 
conditional semantics can abstract from the circumstances in which 
a hearer is in a position to recognize when the truth conditions of an 
assertoric sentence have been satisfied at the very most only in the 
case of simple predicative observation sentences. Relying on the 
pragmatic distinction between “truth” and “assertibility’—between 
the truth of a sentence and the entitlement to make an assertion by 
means of that sentence—Dummett replaces knowledge of the truth 
conditions with an indirect sort of knowledge. The hearer must 
know the kinds of reasons with which the speaker could, if necessary, 
redeem her claim that certain truth conditions have been satisfied. 
One understands a propositional sentence if one knows what kinds 
of reasons a speaker would have to provide in order to convince a 
hearer that she is entitled to raise a truth claim for that sentence. 
The conditions of understanding, as they have to be satisfied in 


232 
Chapter 4 


everyday communicative practices, thus point to the supposition of 
a game of argumentation in which the speaker, as the proponent, 
might convince the hearer, as the opponent, that a possibly problem- 
atic validity claim is justifiable. Following this epistemic turn in truth- 
conditional semantics, the question of the validity of a sentence can 
no longer be considered as a question—detached from the process 
of communication—of the objective relation between language and 
the world. 

This suggests, however, that the claim to truth should no longer 
be defined semantically and solely from the perspective of the 
speaker. Validity claims constitute the point of convergence for in- 
tersubjective recognition by all those involved. They play a pragmatic 
role in the dynamics of speech-act offer and the hearer’s taking a 
position with his “yes” or “no.” This pragmatic turn in truth-condi- 
tional semantics calls for a reevaluation of the concept of “illocution- 
ary force.” Austin conceived of this force as the irrational 
component of the speech act, the actually rational part being mo- 
nopolized by the propositional content. On a pragmatically enlight- 
ened reading, the modal component determines the validity claim 
that, in the standard case, the speaker raises with the help of a 
performative sentence. The illocutionary component thereby be- 
comes the locus of a rationality that presents itself as a structural 
interconnection between validity conditions, validity claims that re- 
fer to these, and reasons by means of which they may be vindicated 
in discourse. Thus, the conditions of validity no longer remain 
fixated on the propositional component; room is made for the in- 
troduction of further validity claims that are not directed toward 
conditions of truth (or success), that is, that are not geared toward 
the relation between language and the objective world. 

Once propositional truth has been supplemented by normative 
rightness and subjective truthfulness, it is possible, in a final step, to 
generalize Dummett’s explanation. We understand a speech act 
when we know the kinds of reasons that a speaker could provide in 
order to convince a hearer that he is entitled in the given circum- 
stances to claim validity for his utterance—in short, when we know 
what makes it acceptable. A speaker, with a validity claim, appeals to a 
reservoir of potential reasons that he could produce in support of 
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the claim. The reasons interpret the validity conditions and to this 
extent are themselves part of the conditions that make an utterance 
acceptable. In this, the acceptability conditions point to the holistic 
character of natural languages; every single speech act is linked via 
logical-semantic threads to numerous other, potential speech acts 
that could take on the pragmatic role of reasons. Knowledge of a 
language is therefore entwined with knowledge of what is actually 
the case in the linguistically disclosed world. Perhaps knowledge of 
the world merely hangs on a longer chain of reasons than does 
knowledge of a language. That each cannot sharply be distinguished 
from the other confirms the basic idea from which we started: to 
understand an expression is to know how one can make use of it in 
order to reach understanding with someone with regard to some- 
thing. 

If this approach to a formal-pragmatic theory of meaning can be 
elaborated sufficiently, and rendered plausible, then it provides an 
explanation for why the medium of natural language can draw on a 
reservoir of potential binding and bonding forces that can be used 
for purposes of action coordination. In that a speaker, with his 
criticizable validity claim, issues a warranty to provide reasons for the 
validity of the speech act, if necessary, the hearer—who knows the 
acceptability conditions and thus understands what has been said—is 
challenged to take up a rationally motivated position; if the hearer 
recognizes the validity claim, thereby accepting the speech-act offer, 
she assumes her share of the obligations relevant for the sequel of 
interaction arising for all those involved from what is said. 


From Social Action to Social Order 


I have treated communicative and strategic action as two variants of 
linguistically mediated interaction. It holds only for communicative 
action that the structural constraints of an intersubjectively shared 
language impel the actors—in the sense of a weak transcendental 
necessity—to step out of the egocentricity of a purposive rational 
orientation toward their own respective success and to surrender 
themselves to the public criteria of communicative rationality. 
The transsubjective structures of language thus suggest a basis for 
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answering, from the point of view of action theory, the classical 
question of how social order is possible. 

The atomistic concept of strategic action does not itself provide us 
with any equivalent answer. If it nonetheless is to serve as the basic 
concept in a sociological theory of action, then it has to be explained 
how contexts of interaction that emerge solely from the reciprocal 
exertion of influence upon one another of success oriented actors 
can establish themselves as stable orders. Ever since Hobbes, the 
attempt has repeatedly been made to explain how norms with trans- 
subjectively binding normative validity claims can develop out of the 
interest positions and individual profit calculations of actors who 
make decisions in a purposive rational way and who encounter each 
other only haphazardly. Today, this “Hobbesian problem” (Parsons) 
is being tackled using game theory. However, to the extent that I 
have been able to follow the debates (from Amartya Sen to Jon 
Elster), I have not gained the impression that the question of how 
social order can emerge from the double contingency of actors who 
make decisions independently of one another can be answered more 
convincingly today than by Hobbes in his time. 

More promising than the attempt to renew with modern means 
the classical concept of an instrumental order is the introduction of 
a medium of communication through which behavior-steering infor- 
mation flows are conducted. Insofar as this concept is defined ac- 
cording to the model of a market exchange steered by money, 
strategic action geared toward rational choice can be retained as the 
conception of action suitable for a steering medium. For example, 
information conveyed via the money code conditions—on account 
of a built-in structure of preferences—decisions regarding actions 
without recourse to more demanding and higher-risk feats of com- 
munication that are oriented toward validity claims. The actor as- 
sumes a success-oriented attitude—in the extreme case, a purposive 
rational one. However, for the actor, the switch to media-steered inter- 
actions results in an objective inversion of setting goals and choosing 
means. The medium itself now transmits the system-maintenance 
imperatives of the system in question (here the market system). This 
inversion of means and ends is experienced by the actor, as Marx 
observed, as the reifying character of objectified social processes. To 
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this extent, media-steered interactions no longer embody an instru- 
mental reason located in the purposive rationality of decision mak- 
ers, but rather a functionalist reason inherent in self-regulating 
systems. This approach, however, which is elaborated in economics 
and organization theory, covers only specific domains of action; it 
does not meet the standard of an explanatory theory that would be 
sufficiently general in scope to explain social action as a whole in 
terms of strategic action. Since behavior-steering communication 
media such as money merely branch off as special codes from a more 
richly structured everyday language, media theory points toward the 
broader framework of a theory of language (cf. my The Theory of 
Communicative Action, vol. 2, pp. 256ff). 

The only alternative that remains is to dispense with any attempt 
to develop a concept of social order in general from the point of 
view of action theory. The transsubjective structures of language 
entwined with everyday practices are replaced in the work of Parsons 
and Luhmann by boundary-maintaining and autopoetic systems intro- 
duced at a more general level than are actors and linguistically 
mediated interactions. Actions and interactions can then for their 
part be understood as psychological and social systems that form 
environments for and reciprocally observe one another. In cutting 
loose from action theory, however, systems theory must pay the price 
for its objectivistic approach. Systems functionalism cuts itself off 
from the intuitive knowledge of the lifeworld and its members. Her- 
meneutic access to this reservoir of knowledge proceeds by way of 
(at least virtual) participation in everyday communicative practices. 
Of course, in the face of complex societies, the social sciences must 
be prepared to extract even counterintuitive insights from their 
object domain. Yet society, woven from webs of linguistically medi- 
ated interactions, simply is not encountered in the form of an exter- 
nal nature accessible only to observation. The meaning that is 
sedimented in society’s symbolic contexts and self-interpretations 
discloses itself only to a hermeneutic approach. Whoever does not 
want to block off this path for himself, but wishes rather to open up 
the sociocultural context of life from within, has to take as his point 
of departure a conception of society that can be connected up with 
the perspectives on action and interpretive efforts of the participants 
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in interaction. For this first step, the concept of lifeworld, which 
formal-pragmatic analysis of the presuppositions of communicative 
action already comes upon prior to all sociological theorizing, pre- 
sents itself. 

That social order is supposed to produce and reproduce itself by 
way of processes of consensus formation might seem at first glance 
to be a trivial notion. The improbability of this idea becomes clear, 
however, as soon as one reminds oneself that every communicatively 
achieved agreement depends on the taking up of “yes”/“no” posi- 
tions with regard to criticizable validity claims. In the case of com- 
municative action, the double contingency that has to be absorbed 
by all interaction formation takes the particularly precarious shape 
of an ever-present risk of disagreement that is built into the commu- 
nicative mechanism itself, whereby every disagreement has a high 
cost. In this regard, various options are available: simple repair work; 
leaving open or bracketing controversial validity claims with the 
result that the common ground of shared convictions shrivels; the 
transition to discourses costly in terms of time and effort, with un- 
certain outcomes and disruptive effects; breaking off communica- 
tion; or finally, switching over to strategic action. If one considers 
that every explicit agreement to a speech-act offer rests on a double 
negation, namely the repudiation of the (always possible) rejection 
of it, then the communicative processes operating by way of criti- 
cizable validity claims hardly recommend themselves as reliable rails 
along which social integration might run. Rational motivation, 
which rests on the fact that the hearer can say “no,” constitutes a 
maelstrom of problematization that makes linguistic consensus for- 
mation appear more like a disruptive mechanism. For the risk of 
disagreement receives ever new sustenance from experiences. Expe- 
riences disrupt the routinized and taken-for-granted aspects of life 
and constitute a wellspring of contingency. Experiences frustrate 
expectations, run counter to habitual modes of perception, trigger 
surprises, make us conscious of new things. Experiences are always 
new experiences and provide a counterbalance to everything with 
which we have grown familiar. 

With this we have gained a first pointer in the direction of the 
complementary phenomena of the surprising and the familiar A pre- 
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understanding sedimented in a deep-seated stratum of things that 
are taken for granted, of certainties, and of unquestioned assump- 
tions, could explain how the risk of disagreement inherent in lin- 
guistic communication (Verständigung) —and lurking everywhere—is 
absorbed, regulated, and kept in check in everyday practices. As is 
well known, Husserl in his later work, under the heading of 
“lifeworld,” endeavored to explore the terrain of the immediately 
familiar and the unquestionably certain. He attempted with pheno- 
menological means to shed light on this realm of implicit knowl- 
edge, of the prepredicative and the precategorial, of the forgotten 
foundations of meaning underlying everyday life-practices and world 
experience. Here, I shall neither go into Husserl’s method nor the 
context in which he introduced his concept of the lifeworld; rather, 
I shall appropriate the material content of his investigations by as- 
suming that communicative action, too, is embedded in a lifeworld 
that provides risk-absorbing coverage in the form of a massive back- 
ground consensus. The explicit feats of communication achieved by 
communicative actors take place within the horizon of shared, un- 
problematic convictions; the disquiet that arises through experience 
and critique crashes against the—as it seems—broad and imper- 
turbable rock projecting out from the deep of agreed-upon interpre- 
tive patterns, loyalties, and proficiencies. 

With his concept of unthematic knowledge, Husserl has also al- 
ready indicated a path along which we can uncover these founda- 
tions on which meaning rests. Here, however, we must take two 
delimitations into account. The prereflective knowledge that accom- 
panies processes of reaching understanding without itself being the- 
matized must first be distinguished from the knowledge that is 
concomitantly thematized in speech acts. In a speech act Mp, the prop- 
ositional content of the sentence is the carrier (Träger) for thematic 
knowledge. The performative sentence gives expression to a validity 
claim and specifies in which sense the sentences are being used. This 
self-referential commentary is declared performatively—through 
the carrying-out of an action—and is not, as in the case of the 
commented-upon propositional content, presented explicitly as 
knowledge. In order to make the merely concomitantly thematized 
meaning of the illocutionary act available in the same way as the 
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thematic knowledge, Mp has to be transformed into a description 
of Mp: 


(1) S: I request that you give Y some money. 
must be reformulated as 
(la) In uttering (1), Shas requested H to do “p.” 


Unthematic knowledge is to be distinguished from merely concomi- 
tantly thematized knowledge on the basis that it cannot be made acces- 
sible through a simple transformation of the participant’s 
perspective into the observer’s perspective; unthematic knowledge 
requires, rather, an analysis of presuppositions. For what is unthe- 
matic are those presuppositions that the participants in communica- 
tion must make if a speech act in a given situation is to be able to 
take on a specific meaning and if it is to be capable of being valid 
or invalid at all. 

Not all unthematic knowledge is constitutive for a particular life- 
world, however. Of no relevance in this respect is the universal 
generative knowledge that enables competent speakers to use gram- 
matical sentences in utterances properly in the first place. Equally 
irrelevant is the knowledge of how one fulfills the general pragmatic 
presuppositions of communicative action—for example, the knowl- 
edge of how one orients oneself toward validity claims and recipro- 
cally imputes accountability to one another; how one identifies 
objects, thus establishing contact between language and the world; 
how one distinguishes between illocutionary and perlocutionary 
aims; how one separates the subjective and the social worlds from 
the objective world; how one moves from action to argumentation. 
All of this is implicit knowledge that is mastered only intuitively and 
requires the reflexive work of rational reconstruction in order to be 
transformed from a “know-how” into a “know-that.” 

However, this universal, prereflexive unthematic knowledge—which is 
part of linguistic competence—serves the production of speech acts 
in general; it generates communicative action but does not serve to 
complement and supplement it. In the remaining section I shall 
focus on that other sort of unthematic knowledge that complements, 
supplements, and accompanies communicative action and provides 
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the context within which this is embedded. What is at issue here is 
the concrete knowledge of language and the world that dwells per- 
sistently in the penumbra of the prepredicative and the precate- 
gorial and that forms the unproblematic ground for all thematic and 
concomitantly thematized knowledge. 

To be sure, the phenomenological concept of lifeworld suggests a 
conception of world constitution borrowed from epistemology that 
cannot straightforwardly be taken over into sociology. In order to 
avoid the difficulties connected with social phenomenology, social 
theory must from the very outset detach itself from a constitution 
theory, of knowledge and allow itself to be guided by a pragmatic 
theory of language that applies itself intrinsically to linguistically 
mediated interactions. “Lifeworld” shall therefore be introduced as 
a complementary concept to communicative action. However, a for- 
mal-pragmatic investigation, which investigates the background of 
the lifeworld by way of an analysis of presuppositions, is carried out 
from the reconstructively obtained perspective of a participating 
speaker. The use of the concept of lifeworld in the social sciences 
requires a switch over in method from the (performative) attitude 
of the [first and] second person to the (theoretical) attitude of the 
third person. 


The Formal-Pragmatic Concept of Lifeworld 


In The Crisis of European Sciences, Husserl introduced the concept of 
lifeworld within the framework of a critique of reason. From beneath 
the reality that the natural sciences take as the only one, he pulls out 
the antecedently existing context of prereflective life-practices and 
world experience as the ousted foundation of meaning. To this 
extent, the lifeworld forms a counterconcept to those idealizations 
that first constitute the object domain of the natural sciences. In 
opposition to the idealizations of measurement, imputed causality, 
and mathematicization, as well as to the tendency toward technolo- 
gization operative within these, Husserl sues for the recovery of the 
lifeworld as the immediately present realm of originary accomplish- 
ments; from the perspective of the lifeworld, he criticizes the ideali- 
zations—oblivious of their own existence—of natural scientific 
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objectivism. However, since the philosophy of the subject is blind to 
the independent logic (Eigensinn) of linguistic intersubjectivity, 
Husserl is not able to recognize that the very ground of everyday 
communicative practices itself rests on idealizing presuppositions. 

With validity claims that transcend all merely local standards of 
evaluation, the tension between transcendental presuppositions and 
empirical facts now moves into the facticity of the lifeworld itself. 
The theory of communicative action detranscendentalizes Kant’s 
realm of the Intelligible by revealing the idealizing force of anticipa- 
tion in the unavoidable pragmatic presuppositions of speech acts, 
that is, at the heart of everyday communicative practices them- 
selves—idealizations that simply emerge more visibly in the extraor- 
dinary forms of communication that argumentations constitute. The 
idea of vindicating criticizable validity claims requires idealizations 
that, having descended from the transcendental heavens down to 
the earth of the lifeworld, develop their effectiveness in the medium 
of natural language; the power of resistance of a—cunningly oper- 
ating—communicative reason to the cognitive-instrumental defor- 
mations of selectively modernized forms of life is also manifested in 
these idealizations. 

Since the idealizations are due to a linguistic competence that the 
speakers possess prereflectively in the form of an implicit knowledge, 
the conflict between, on the one hand, the explicit knowledge de- 
pendent on idealizations and, on the other hand, the risk-absorbing 
background knowledge takes place within the domain of unthematic 
knowledge—it does not appear only for the first time, as Husserl 
maintained, in the competition between the expert knowledge of 
the empirical sciences and pretheoretical everyday convictions. Most 
of what is said in everyday communicative practices remains unprob- 
lematic, escapes criticism, and avoids the pressure of surprise ex- 
erted by critical experiences, because it draws in advance on the 
validity of antecedently agreed-upon certainties, in other words, the 
certainties of the lifeworld. 

The burden of rendering validity claims plausible is assumed 
prima facie by an unthematically concurrent, relatively foregrounded 
knowledge on which the participants rely in the form of pragmatic 
and semantic presuppositions. What is at issue here is (a) a situation- 
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specific horizontal knowledge (Horizontwissen) and (b) a topic- 
dependent contextual knowledge. 

a. The perceived environment, which is embedded in concentri- 
cally arranged spatiotemporal horizons that are not perceived, con- 
stitutes the center of the speech situation. The participants may 
usually suppose that they interpret, from coordinated perspectives, 
the more trivial components of the speech situation and of their 
surroundings (becoming ever more diffuse the more distant they 
are) more or less in the same way. They also assume that their 
divergent perspectives, resulting from their differing life-histories, 
converge here and now and, at most, accord different relevance to 
a shared interpretation of the situation. This horizontal knowledge is 
actualized concomitantly yet implicitly when something is said; it 
renders an utterance unproblematic and lends support to its accept- 
ability. If I mention in the course of small talk in a park in Frankfurt 
that it is snowing in California, my partner in conversation will 
refrain from questioning me further only if he knows that I have 
just returned from San Francisco or, for example, that I work as a 
meteorologist. 

b. An equally important role in stabilizing validity is played by the 
topic-dependenit contextual knowledge that a speaker can presuppose 
within the framework of a common language, the same culture, 
similar schooling, and so forth—that is, within the framework of a 
common milieu or horizon of subjective experience. The speaker 
who addresses a particular topic implicitly summons up factual con- 
texts in the light of which what is said appears as trivial or surprising, 
informative or implausible. From this concomitantly present contex- 
tual knowledge, information and reasons can be mobilized as re- 
quired. This will be necessary whenever the supposition that the 
unthematically concurrent knowledge is intersubjectively shared and 
agreed upon turns out to be wrong. My attempt to introduce the 
concept of lifeworld from the point of view of the theory of commu- 
nication in the way that I am doing here will provoke different 
questions and objections from an audience of academic colleagues 
in Madrid or Paris than, for example, in Berkeley. 

This sort of unthematic knowledge easily gets drawn into the 
maelstrom of problematization. The horizon of the situation, or the 
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topic, need only shift marginally. If I exceed the usual length of a 
lecture by even ten minutes or digress to an impending holiday trip 
when dealing with the topic of lifeworld in an academic context, 
then attention will focus on the violated pragmatic presuppositions 
that we had until then tacitly shared. In this respect, the (a) situ- 
ation-related horizontal knowledge and (b) topic-dependent contex- 
tual knowledge are to be distinguished from (c) the background 
knowledge of the lifeworld. The latter is subject to different conditions 
of thematization. It cannot intentionally be brought to conscious- 
ness in the same way as is possible with the first two, and it forms a 
deep stratum of unthematized knowledge in which the situation- 
related horizontal knowledge and topic-dependent contextual 
knowledge—which are both still relatively in the foreground—have 
their roots, 

c. This deep-seated background knowledge has a greater stability since 
it is to a large extent immune to the pressure of problematization 
exerted by contingency-generating experiences. This can be seen by 
the fact that this layer of elliptical and always already-presupposed 
knowledge can be extricated from the inaccessible mode of provid- 
ing an unquestioned background and thematized only by methodical 
effort and, even then, only piece by piece. Husserl proposed that a 
procedure of eidetic variation be used for this purpose, namely, the 
unrestrained imagining of modifications of the world or the project- 
ing of contrasting worlds, which sheds light on our expectations of 
normality—as unconscious as they are unshakable and unavailable— 
and which may bring to light how the foundations of our everyday 
practices depend on a Weltanschauung. John Searle’s examples also 
recall Husserl’s method. With: the help of these examples, Searle 
demonstrates that the meaning of speech acts remains indetermi- 
nate until their semantically fixed validity conditions have been sup- 
plemented by intuitively known, implicit background assumptions 
that remain unthematic and are presumed to be completely unprob- 
lematic. Thus, Searle transposes “the cat is on the mat” into outer 
space in order to make us aware by means of this modification that, 
normally, when we imagine a body upon some surface, we imagine 
it only as affected by the force of gravity. Similarly, Homo sapiens 
must have had an intuitive knowledge of how levers work ever since 
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they started to use certain tools for survival; yet the law of levers was 
discovered as a law and given the form of explicit knowledge only in 
the course of methodical questioning by modern science of our 
pretheoretical knowledge. 

However, the method of free variation of unavoidable presupposi- 
tions soon meets its limits. The background of the lifeworld is just 
as little at our disposal as we are in a position to subject absolutely 
everything to abstract doubt. Rather, Charles S. Peirce, with his 
pragmatic doubt about this Cartesian doubt, has reminded us that 
problems that severely unsettle lifeworld certainties come to meet us 
with the objective power of historical contingencies. Husserl himself 
had already linked his analysis of the lifeworld with the crisis motif. 
It is a crisis arising from the consequences of modern science that 
shakes Husserl out of a state of objectivistic oblivion of both world 
and self. The problematizing pressure brought to bear by such crisis 
situations, whether of a world-historical or a life-historical type, ob- 
jectively transforms the conditions for thematization, and only thus 
creates an illuminating distance from what is most familiar and most 
taken for granted. An example of this is the thrust toward moral 
universalism that sets in with the prophetic world religions, disrupt- 
ing naive familiarity with the substantive ethical life (Sittlichkeit) — 
commanding reverence from those within it—of the clan or tribal 
association, a thrust, incidentally, that has sparked off so many re- 
gressions that it had to be renewed at intervals right up until this 
century—until the death camps opened their doors. 

Like all unthematic knowledge, the background of the lifeworld 
is implicitly and prereflectively present. It is distinguished, first, by 
its mode of immediate certainty. This lends a paradoxical character to 
this knowledge from within which—without any distance—we live 
our lives, undergo experiences, speak, and act. The insistent yet at 
the same time imperceptible presence of this background appears 
as an intensified, although nonetheless deficient, form of knowl- 
edge. Such background knowledge lacks an internal relation to the 
possibility of becoming problematic for it comes into contact with 
criticizable validity claims, thereby being transformed into fallible 
knowledge, only at the moment in which it is expressed in language. 
Absolute certainties remain unshakable until they suddenly disinte- 
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grate; for, in lacking fallibility, they do not constitute knowledge in 
the strict sense at all. 

This deep-seated background knowledge is distinguished, sec- 
ondly, by its totalizing power. The lifeworld constitutes a totality with a 
center and indeterminate, porous borders that recede rather than 
permit themselves to be transcended. The two other forms of unthe- 
matic knowledge mentioned—which are, relatively speaking, in the 
foreground—derive their world-constituting function, in the dimen- 
sion of perception as well as in that of meaning, from the back- 
ground in which they are rooted. The common speech situation 
constitutes the center—and not, for instance, my body, as an anthro- 
pologizing phenomenology has claimed—in which social spaces 
(staggered concentrically according to depth and width) and histori- 
cal times (arranged three-dimensionally) converge prior to any ob- 
jectivation through measuring operations. The spaces and times 
experienced are the coordinates of our respective shared world; these 
coordinates are always concretely interpreted or embodied, for in- 
stance, as village community, region, state, nation, world society, and 
so forth, or as the succession of generations, epochs, world historical 
ages, life-histories individuated in the eyes of God, and so forth. I, 
in my body, and I, as my body, find myself always already occupying 
an intersubjectively shared world, whereby these collectively inhab- 
ited lifeworlds telescope into each other, overlap, and entwine like 
text and context. 

A third feature, connected with immediacy and totalization, is the 
holism of this kind of background knowledge that, despite the latter’s 
apparent transparency, renders it impenetrable; the lifeworld may be 
described as a “thicket.” Components are fused together here that 
can be split up into different categories of knowledge only under the 
pressure of problematizing experiences. Indeed, the formal-prag- 
matic analyst casts his gaze back into the lifeworld from the vantage 
point of a thematic knowledge already differentiated into facts, 
norms, and subjective experiences. Only the ricocheting of this dif- 
ferentiating gaze leads him to conclude that, in the background 
knowledge of the lifeworld, convictions about something are alloyed 
with a relying-on-something, with a being-moved-by-something, with 
a knowing-how-to-do-something. The things we simply assume, the 
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things on which we rely and the things with which we are familiar, 
the things that move us, and the things that we can do—all of which 
are intermeshed in this background knowledge—are prereflective 
prefigurations of something that must first be thematized in speech 
acts before it can branch out and take on the meaning of proposi- 
tional knowledge, of an interpersonal relationship produced 
through illocutionary means, or of the speaker’s intention. 

The three attributes of immediacy, totalizing power, and holistic 
constitution belonging to this unthematically presupposed knowl- 
edge may perhaps explain the lifeworld’s paradoxical function as 
“ground” (Boden): how it keeps contingency in check through prox- 
imity to experience. Using sureties that we obtain only from experi- 
ence, the lifeworld erects a wall against surprises that themselves 
originate from experience. If knowledge of the world is defined on 
the basis that it is acquired a posteriori, whereas linguistic knowl- 
edge, relatively speaking, represents an a priori knowledge, then the 
paradox may be explained by the fact that, in the background of the 
lifeworld, knowledge of the world and knowledge of language are 
integrated. 

The problematizing force of critical experiences separates the 
background of the lifeworld from the foreground. Such experiences 
are themselves differentiated according to the various ways in which 
what is encountered in the world—things and events, persons, and 
stories in which people are involved—is dealt with practically. The 
world of things (Zeugweli) and pragmatic contexts of explanation are 
constituted through our handling of things and events; the solidary 
world and historical contexts of meaning are constituted through our 
interactive dealings with persons to whom we relate—the former 
within the framework of communities of cooperation, the latter 
within the framework of linguistic communities. Ontogenetically, the 
empirical world in which we deal with external nature in a techni- 
cal-practical way separates only gradually from the world in which we 
deal with others within society in a moral-practical way. Finally, expe- 
riences with our inner nature, with our body, needs, and feelings 
are of an indirect kind; they are reflected against our experiences of 
the external world. When experiences of inner nature then gain 
independence as aesthetic experiences, the ensuing works of 
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autonomous art take on the role of objects that open our eyes, that 
provoke new ways of seeing things, new attitudes, and new modes of 
behavior. Aesthetic experiences are not forms of everyday practice; 
they do not refer to cognitive-instrumental skills and moral ideas, 
which develop in innerworldiy learning processes, but rather are 
bound up with the world-constituting, world-disclosing function of 
language. 

This structuring of experience reflects the architecture of the 
lifeworld insofar as it is linked to the trichotomous constitution of 
speech acts and of the background knowledge of the lifeworld. To 
be sure, these general structures of the lifeworld become visible only 
when we shift perspective with regard to method. The terminology 
of “background,” “foreground,” and “situationally relevant segment 
of the lifeworld” is meaningful only so long as we adopt the perspec- 
tive of a speaker who wishes to reach understanding with someone 
about something in the world and, in this, can base the plausibility 
of her speech-act offer on a mass of intersubjectively shared, unthe- 
matic knowledge. The lifeworld as a whole comes into view only 
when we, as it were, stand behind the back of the actor and view 
communicative action as an element of a circular process in which 
the actor no longer appears as the initiator but rather as the product 
of the traditions within which she is situated, of solidary groups to 
which she belongs, of socialization and learning processes to which 
she is subjected. Only after this initial objectivating step does the 
network of communicative actions constitute the medium through 
which the lifeworld reproduces itself. 


Society as Symbolically Structured Lifeworld 


Every speech act with which a speaker reaches understanding/with 
another person/with regard to something situates the linguistic ex- 
pression in relation to the speaker, in relation to the hearer, and in 
relation to the world. From the point of view of constructing inter- 
actions, we have been concerned above all with the second of these 
three aspects—the interpersonal relationship. With their speech 
acts, participants in interaction accomplish feats of coordination by 
establishing such relationships. However, they do not achieve this 
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simply by fulfilling precisely one linguistic function. Speech acts 
serve generally to coordinate actions through making possible a 
rationally motivated agreement between several actors; the two other 
functions of language—representation and expression—are also in- 
volved in this. The viewpoint of action coordination is thus situated 
at a more abstract level than the actor’s directly intended estab- 
lishing of a particular interpersonal relationship. Action coordina- 
tion in general serves the purpose of the social integration of a 
lifeworld shared intersubjectively by its members. To be sure, such a 
description already presupposes the shift in perspective that allows 
us to pose questions about the contribution of communicative ac- 
tions to the reproduction of the lifeworld. Once we have methodo- 
logically carried out this shift in perspective, we can make a similar 
observation with regard to reaching understanding about what is 
said or with regard to the socialization of participating persons; 
these roles, too, are fulfilled by speech acts in all their functions. 
From the point of view of reaching understanding, they serve to 
transmit and further develop cultural knowledge; from the point 
of view of socialization, they serve to form and maintain personal 
identities. 

One can now imagine the components of the lifeworld—cultural 
paradigms, legitimate orders, and personality structures—as con- 
densed forms of, and sediments deposited by, the following proc- 
esses that operate by way of communicative action: reaching 
understanding, action coordination, and socialization. What enters into 
communicative action from the resources of the background of the 
lifeworld, flows through the sluice gates of thematization, and per- 
mits the mastery of situations, constitutes the stock of knowledge 
preserved within communicative practices. This stock of knowledge 
solidifies, along paths of interpretation, into interpretive paradigms 
that are handed down; the knowledge becomes compressed, in the 
network of interactions of social groups, into values and norms; and 
it condenses, by way of socialization processes, into attitudes, com- 
petencies, modes of perception, and identities. The components of 
the lifeworld result from and are maintained through the continu- 
ation of valid knowledge, the stabilization of group solidarities, and 
the formation of accountable actors. The web of everyday commu- 
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nicative practices extends across the semantic field of symbolic con- 
tents just as much as in the dimensions of social space and historical 
time, constituting the medium through which culture, society, and 
personality structures develop and are reproduced. 

Culture is what I call the stock of knowledge from which the 
participants in communication, in reaching understanding with one 
another with regard to something, supply themselves with interpre- 
tations. Society consists of the legitimate orders by way of which the 
participants in communication regulate their affiliations to social 
groups and safeguard solidarity. In the category of personality struc- 
tures, L include all motives and competencies that enable a subject to 
speak and act and thereby to secure her own identity. Whereas for 
the communicative actors culture constitutes the cone of light within 
which entities can encounter one another and can be represented 
or dealt with as something, such actors encounter norms and sub- 
jective experiences as something in the social world or something in 
a subjective world to which they can refer, respectively, in a norm- 
conformative or expressive attitude. In order to prevent a wide- 
spread misunderstanding, I now want to explain why, in the 
transition from communicative to strategic action, this scenario 
changes all at once for the participating subjects, although not for 
the social scientist who uses this concept of lifeworld. 

If we consider society in the broader sense as a symbolically struc- 
tured lifeworld, it is certainly true that society develops and repro- 
duces itself only via communicative action. It does not follow from 
this, however, that for the social scientific observer no strategic in- 
teractions can occur in lifeworlds constituted in this way. To be sure, 
such interactions have a different status here than they have for 
Hobbes or in game theory. These theories conceive of strategic 
action as a mechanism for the generation of society as an instrumen- 
tal order. From the vantage point of communication theory, by 
contrast, strategic interactions can occur only within the horizon of 
lifeworlds already constituted elsewhere, more precisely, as an alter- 
native option in case of the failure of communicative actions. They 
occupy, retrospectively, as it were, social spaces and historical times— 
segments within dimensions of an already existing lifeworld consti- 
tuted through communicative action. The strategic actor, too, keeps 


249 
Actions, Speech Acts, Linguistically Mediated Interactions, and Lifeworld 


the background of his respective lifeworld behind him and the insti- 
tutions or persons within his lifeworld before him, but in each case 
their shape has been transformed. The background of the lifeworld 
is neutralized in a peculiar way in order to permit the mastery of 
situations that have been subjected to the imperatives of success-ori- 
ented action; it loses its action-coordinating power as a resource that 
guarantees consensus. And like all other entities in the (now no 
longer intersubjectively shared) lifeworld, the other participants in 
interaction are now also encountered only as social facts—as objects 
that the actor can influence (if need be with the help of perlocution- 
ary effects), as objects in which he can spark off particular reactions. 
However, in the objectivating stance of the strategic actor, he can no 
longer reach an understanding with them as he can with a second 
person. 

For the social scientific observer, therefore, sequences of action 
(and, in certain circumstances, systems of action) can occur in the 
lifeworld she analyzes that are integrated not by way of values, 
norms, and processes of reaching understanding but, at most, by way 
of the reciprocal exertion of influence—for instance, through mar- 
ket or power relations. It then remains an empirical question 
whether this approach based on the concept of lifeworld is more 
realistic than an approach of the Hobbesian type. At first glance, 
there are a number of points in the former’s favor. Market and 
power relations, too, are normatively—as a rule, legally—regulated, 
that is, they are set within an institutional framework. Even military 
conflicts remain embedded within normative contexts. Civil wars— 
and genocide even more so—leave behind them traces of moral 
distress that support the view that intersubjectively shared lifeworlds 
constitute the indispensable ground even for strategic interactions. 

The components of the lifeworld—culture, society, and personal- 
ity structures—form complex contexts of meaning that communi- 
cate with one another, although they are embodied in different 
substrata. Cultural knowledge is embodied in symbolic forms—in 
objects of utility and technologies, in words and theories, in books 
and documents—just as much as in actions. Society is embodied in 
institutional orders, in legal norms, or in webs of normatively regu- 
lated practices and customs. Finally, personality structures are em- 
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bodied—in a literal sense—in the substratum of human organisms. 
What is thus embodied are semantic contents that can also be liqui- 
dated and put into circulation in the currency of normal language. 
All meaning comes together in the marketplace of everyday commu- 
nicative practices. Nonetheless, the various components of the life- 
world constitute distinct quantities; this can be seen ontologically 
from the spatiotemporal aspects of their embodiments. 

Cultural traditions are diffused across the boundaries of collectivi- 
ties and linguistic communities and in their life span are not tied to 
the identity of societies, let alone persons. The world religions are 
the best example of this. Societies, for their part, occupy a larger 
social space and longer historical periods than a person and her 
life-history, but have less diffuse and more narrowly circumscribed 
boundaries than traditions. Finally, personality structures, which ad- 
here to their organic substrata, are defined most sharply from a 
spatiotemporal point of view. For individuals, culture and society 
appear first of all in the shape of an overarching generational inter- 
relationship. 

Nonetheless, these components of the lifeworld should not be 
conceived of as systems constituting environments for one another; 
they remain entwined with one another via the common medium of 
everyday language. So long as no special codes such as money or 
administrative power become differentiated and split off from this 
medium—codes by way of which, in turn, functionally specific sys- 
tems of action become differentiated and split off from the society 
component of the lifeworld—everyday language (which is always 
multifunctional) sets a limit to the differentiation of the lifeworld. 
Even systems of action that are specialized to a high degree in 
cultural reproduction (school) or social integration (law) or sociali- 
zation (family) do not operate on the basis of sharp distinctions. Via 
the common code of everyday language they also concurrently fulfill 
the other respective functions alongside their own particular ones, 
thus maintaining a relation to the totality of the lifeworld. The 
lifeworld, as a symbolically structured context of meaning that ex- 
tends through these various functions and forms of embodiment, 
comprises three components entwined with one another in an equipri- 
mordial way. 
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The concept of lifeworld thus explicated does not only provide an 
answer to the classical question of how social order is possible. With 
the idea of the intermeshing of the lifeworld components, this con- 
cept also answers the other question of classical social theory: that 
of the relationship between individual and society. The lifeworld 
does not constitute an environment against whose contingent 
influences the individual has to assert herself. Individual and society 
do not constitute systems existing in their respective environments 
that would relate to one another externally as observers. Equally, 
however, the lifeworld is not some kind of receptacle in which indi- 
viduals might be contained like parts of a whole. The latter figure of 
thought, which comes from the philosophy of the subject, is just as 
deficient as that of systems theory. 

From the perspective of the philosophy of the subject, society has 
been conceived of as a whole composed of parts, whether as the state 
made up of political citizens or as the association of free producers. 
The concept of lifeworld also breaks with this figure of thought. For 
communicatively socialized subjects would not be subjects without 
the network of institutional orders and of the traditions of society 
and culture. Of course, communicatively acting subjects experience 
their respective lifeworlds as an intersubjectively shared totality in 
the background. But this totality, which would have to disintegrate 
for them at the moment of thematization and hypostatization, is con- 
stituted by the motives and competencies of socialized individuals as 
much as by cultural traditions and group solidarities. The lifeworld 
is structured by cultural traditions and institutional orders no more 
and no less than it is by identities that arise out of socialization 
processes. For this reason, the lifeworld does not constitute an or- 
ganization to which individuals belong as members, nor an associa- 
tion in which individuals join together, nor a collective comprised of 
individual participants. Rather, the everyday communicative prac- 
tices in which the lifeworld is centered are nourished by means of 
an interplay of cultural reproduction, social integration, and sociali- 
zation that is in turn rooted in these practices. 

Organisms fall under the description of persons only if, and to the 
extent that, they are socialized, that is, invested with and structured 
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by social and cultural contexts of meaning. Persons are symbolic 
structures, whereas the symbolically structured nature-like substra- 
tum, although experienced as one’s own body, nonetheless, as na- 
ture, remains just as external to individuals as does the material 
natural basis of the lifeworld as a whole. Whereas internal and 
external nature constitute external boundaries—delimitations with 
respect to an environment—for socialized individuals and their life- 
worlds, these persons remain internally linked—via grammatical re- 
lationships—with their culture and their society. 

The content of culturally handed-down traditions is always a 
knowledge acquired by persons; without the hermeneutic appropria- 
tion and further development of cultural knowledge through per- 
sons, no traditions can develop or be maintained. To this extent, 
persons accomplish something for culture by way of their interpre- 
tive achievements. However, culture for its part also represents a 
resource for persons. For persons are not “carriers” (Träger) for 
traditions in the sense in which the organic substratum can be 
described as a carrier for personality structures. Every cultural tradi- 
tion is at the same time a process of education (Bildung) for subjects 
capable of speech and action who are formed within this, just as 
much as they for their part keep culture alive. 

In a corresponding manner, normative orders, whether they solid- 
ify into institutions or remain free floating as fleeting contexts, are 
always orders of interpersonal relationships. The networks of inter- 
action of more or less socially integrated, of more or less united 
groups, are constituted only through the feats of coordination of 
communicatively acting subjects. But, once again, it would be wrong 
to describe persons as “carriers” for these networks of interaction. 
Once again, society and the individual constitute one another recip- 
rocally. Every process of social integration of action contexts is simul- 
taneously a process of socialization for subjects capable of speech 
and action who are formed in this process and who for their part in 
equal measure renew and stabilize society as the totality of legiti- 
mately ordered interpersonal relationships (cf. figure 4.1). 

Processes of socialization and education are learning processes 
that are dependent on persons. They must be distinguished from the 
suprasubjective learning effects that manifest themselves as cultural 
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Figure 4.1 
Entwining of personality structures with culture and society 


and social innovations and find expression in the forces of pro- 
duction or structures of moral consciousness. These innerworldly 
learning processes are connected with problems of material repro- 
duction, with which we are not concerned in the present context. 
Situated at another level than these innerworldly learning processes 
are processes whereby the lifeworld itself is structurally differenti- 
ated. The dynamic here can be explained, from an internal perspec- 
tive, in terms of an interaction between innovative linguistic 
processes of world disclosure and innerworldly learning processes. 
To conclude, I would like to consider once more, with the help of a 
language-pragmatic reminder, the logic of this interplay. 

From the theory of meaning, we are already acquainted with the 
internal connection between meaning and validity: we understand 
the meaning of a speech act if we know the conditions under which 
it may be accepted as valid. Semantic rules thus lay down the condi- 
tions of validity for the sentences or speech acts possible in a linguis- 
tic system. With such contexts of meaning language opens up a 
horizon of possible actions and experiences for those who belong to 
the linguistic system. World-disclosing language, as Heidegger says, 
allows something to be encountered as something in the world. It is 
a different question, however, whether these linguistically projected 


254 
Chapter 4 


possibilities also prove their worth (sich bewähren)? in their inner- 
worldiy dealings. Whether or not the semantically established condi- 
tions of validity are actually satisfied to the extent that the sentences 
and utterances possible in a given linguistic system find their place 
within functioning language games does not only depend on the 
world-disclosing power of language; it also depends on the success 
of innerworldly practices that are, however, made possible through 
the linguistic system. Creative innovations in the linguistic worldview 
should not be hypostasized, as Heidegger and Foucault have done, 
as a cryptic history—dating back to time immemorial—of ontology 
or forms of knowledge. As the linguistic horizon of meaning 
changes, only the conditions for the validity of utterances change with 
it; an altered preunderstanding must prove its truth (sich bewähren) in 
its dealings with what is actually encountered within the now shifted 
horizon. Furthermore, the spectrum of validity claims inscribed in 
communicative action provides for the feedback of learning proc- 
esses to innerworldly practices. The worldview structures that make 
innerworldly practices possible through a preexisting understanding 
of meaning do not renew themselves only by virtue of a poetic 
bestowing of meaning; they also in turn react upon the learning 
processes that they have made possible and whose results find ex- 
pression in changes in worldview structures. 

On the other hand, neither should the restrictions on the envi- 
ronment—contingent and exerting influences externally—that be- 
come visible when dealing with the problematizing pressure brought 
to bear by critical experiences be hypostasized as an all-dominating 
imperative of the self-assertion of systems in over-complex environ- 
ments. In this way, systems functionalism grants independence to a 
single aspect, one that is in itself legitimate. Viewed as systems, 
societies present themselves merely from the side of what Marx 
referred to metaphorically as the metabolism between society and 
external nature. The constitutive feature of system formation is the 
differentiation between an internal and an external perspective, 
whereby the system is attributed with the maintenance of the system- 
environment difference as its own achievement. However, this attri- 
bution should not be undertaken from the perspective of an 
observer who now superimposes a systems model on the lifeworld as 
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well. If the initially hermeneutically appropriated lifeworld, made 
accessible from the perspective of a participant and reconstructively 
grasped in its general structures, is to be objectified one further time 
in the shape of a boundary-maintaining system, then the profit 
yielded for social scientific inquiry through an analysis of the life- 
world should not be gambled away in the process. In order to avoid 
a confusion of paradigms, I have elsewhere attempted (in The Theory 
of Communicative Action, vol. 2) to bring together action theory and 
the basic concepts of systems theory, guided by the thread of the twin 
concepts of social integration and system integration. This model 
permits explanation of why systemic elements emerge only as the 
result of historical processes. The dynamics of dissociation from 
complex environments, which characterizes society as a whole in its 
capacity as system, enters into the very interior of society only with 
the media-steered subsystems. 


Notes 


1. The absence of references is due to the nature of this essay, which is meant to 
provide a rough sketch of my pragmatic approach to language. 


2. [Editor’s note:] See my note 52 to chapter 8, p. 380. 
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Comments on John Searle’s “Meaning, 
Communication, and Representation” (1988) 


Every analysis of linguistic processes of communication (Ver- 
ständigung) is guided by intuitions. We think we know what it means 
to perform a speech act successfully. My comments serve indirectly 
to compare two intuitions of this kind. 

The intentionalist view assumes that a speaker S successfully per- 
forms a given speech act if, with the aid of a sign x, he gets an 
addressee A to recognize an intention or a meaning (Meinung) in- 
tended by him (intention;). S achieves his goal by making this com- 
municative intention (intentiong), too, known to A. The model 
according to which the process of communication is analyzed is that 
of the transmission of ideas possessed by Sto an addressee who is to 
acquire possession of them with the help of a sign x employed by S 
with a communicative intent: $ gives A to understand something by 
means of x. 

The intersubjectivist view assumes that S successfully performs a 
speech act if he reaches understanding (sich verständigen) with an 
addressee about something in the world. Here, the intentionalist 
description is replaced not only by a more complex (and thus 
vaguer) conceptualization, but by a different one. With an utterance 
x, S allows an addressee the possibility of taking a position with a 
“yes” or a “no” to something concerning which he wishes to reach 
agreement with her. The model in this case is not that of transmitting 
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ideas but that of bringing about a consensus with regard to some (in 
principle, disputed) matter. Language is not conceived as a means 
for transmitting subjective contents but as a medium in which the 
participants intersubjectively share an understanding of a given mat- 
ter. The sign xis not a tool that an individual can use, and with which 
S gives A to understand something by prompting her to recognize 
his meaning or intention; rather, the sign x is an element of a 
repertoire used in common that permits the participants to under- 
stand the same matter in the same way. 

The intentionalist can, with more sparing assumptions, offer the 
prospect of a more elegant explanation because he wants to trace 
back the phenomenon of reaching undertanding (Verständigung) to 
general conditions for the success of intentional actions. If he can 
show how a speaker realizes his communicative intent of making his 
intentions known to a hearer, then he can hope to explain some- 
thing that the intersubjectivist always already presupposes in his 
description of the communication process: that is, the linguistic rule 
system, which establishes the meaning of a conventionally produced 
expression. I cannot deal with the critique of this program of expla- 
nation here.! I am interested only in the fact that John Searle— 
despite his earlier criticism of Grice—does not want to relinquish 
the explanatory power of the intentionalist approach. He has in the 
meantime given his speech-act theory an intentionalist turn.” 


2 


Searle had shown in 1969 that the comprehension of a speech act 
cannot be described as a perlocutionary effect.? A speech act cannot 
adequately be analyzed according to the model of purposive activity 
because the meaning content of what the speaker wishes to give an 
addressee to understand is not exhausted by the subjective content 
of a speaker’s intention. Following Austin, Searle had described the 
understanding of a speech act as the illocutionary goal that results 
primarily from what is said itself and not from the speaker’s inten- 
tion. The goal intended by the speaker consists in the addressee 
recognizing that the conditions for the validity of a correctly exe- 
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cuted speech act are satisfied in the given instance. Understanding 
a speech act requires knowledge of these conditions. 

Searle at that time had analyzed such conditions with the help of 
the sentences used in standard speech acts; to this extent, he presup- 
posed that Sand A speak the same language—that is, that they already 
have at their disposal a prior understanding of the same language. 
However, since then he holds the view that he can dispense with this 
strong presupposition and can treat the common language itself as 
the phenomenon in need of explanation. For this reason, he renews 
the intentionalist approach; in doing so, however, he does not in any 
way reverse the—initially semantically inspired—uncoupling of the 
meaning of a linguistic expression from the speaker’s intention.’ To 
all appearances, Searle radicalizes his earlier critique of Grice by 
tracing the concept of meaning back to cognitive intentions, which 
are not only prelinguistic but are also independent of the situation 
of interaction. Like Husserl, he conceives of “meaning” as the con- 
tent of a mental representation (Vorstellung). To be sure, in contrast 
to Husserl, meanings for Searle are analyzed in terms of so-called 
satisfaction conditions, because the representations in which mean- 
ings are rooted are tailored fundamentally to the representation of 
states of affairs, that is, they have a propositional structure. This 
mentalist conception of meaning allows Searle to retain Grice’s 
model in a modified form. 

The speaker has the intentiong of getting an addressee to recog- 
nize his intention, with the help of a sign x. According to Searle’s 
revision, however, the intention; has the structure of a repre- 
sentation (Vorstellung) “p,” which is true if “p” exists. Thus, the 
speaker can impose on the sign x the conditions for the existence of 
a state of affairs represented a fortiori; he can measure the success 
of communicating this representation according to whether the ad- 
dressee, with the help of the truth conditions imposed on x, recog- 
nizes the state of affairs represented by the speaker. 

From my point of view, by contrast, a speech act, which the speaker 
uses in order to reach understanding with an addressee about some- 
thing, expresses simultaneously (a) the speaker’s intention, (b) a 
state of affairs, and (c) an interpersonal relationship. According to 
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the original intentionalist view, this whole process of communication 
is supposed to be able to be explained from the perspective of the 
speaker and his intention, that is, in such a way that (c) and (b) are 
reduced to (a). Searle expands this model because he sees that with 
the representation of states of affairs, a relation to the world and a 
dimension of validity come into play and provide the criteria for the 
successful execution of a communicative intention in the first place. 
While retaining the intentionalist claim to be able to explain mean- 
ing, Searle modifies the intentionalist strategy of explanation to the 
effect that communicative success is now traced back to the success- 
ful representation of states of affairs—which means that (c) and (a) 
are reduced to (b). This strategy requires, inter alia, the justification 
of two important theses: 


1. The mental representation of states of affairs is, in the sense of 
an analysis of conditions, more primordial (ursprünglichen than the 
linguistic representation of states of affairs. 


2. Illocutionary types can be characterized according to the kind of 
representation of states of affairs and corresponding propositional 
attitudes of the speaker. 


I shall use one of Searle’s own examples in order to discuss the 
first thesis: that linguistic notions can be analyzed in terms of inten- 
tional notions. With this reductionist thesis, Searle wants to ground 
the theory of language in the philosophy of mind. The question 
here is whether representational content is prior to language or 
whether it in turn borrows its own propositional structure from the 
grammatical form of assertoric sentences (section 3). I shall then 
proceed with a discussion of the second thesis: that the theory of 
intentionality provides a conceptual frame for the classification of 
speech acts. The question here is whether the meaning of a speech 
act is determined by the satisfaction conditions of a representational 
content imposed on the linguistic expression or whether it has to be 
explained in terms of validity conditions that are determined by a 
process of interpretation terminating in the intersubjective recog- 
nition of corresponding validity claims (section 4). This will be 
followed by a brief exposition of an alternative approach (sec- 
tion 5). Finally, I shall elucidate this intersubjectivist view of 
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communication with reference to Searle’s recent analysis of perfor- 
matives (section 6). 


3 


The sentence “The crankshaft of this engine is broken” reports the 
state of affairs that the crankshaft of this engine is broken. This 
linguistically represented state of affairs can be distinguished from 
the communication of the represented state of affairs in a similar 
way to how the aforementioned sentence can be distinguished from 
a constative speech act in which a speaker uses this sentence with a 
communicative intent. Searle now suggests replacing the assertoric 
sentence by a drawing, thereby replacing the linguistic repre- 
sentation by a graphic representation of the same state of affairs. He 
imagines that a motorist who does not know the language of the 
country in which he finds himself could in this way convey to a 
mechanic which part of his car needs to be repaired. Now the 
drawing that represents a broken crankshaft can also be completed 
without any intention of using it for the purpose of conveying this 
kind of information. The graphic representation of the object can 
be complete quite independently of any communicative intention or 
use, provided only that it is accurate enough to permit recognition 
of the represented state of affairs. The same holds good when $ 
replaces his drawing with other expressions, for instance, with ges- 
tures or word symbols: “We may say that whenever $ produces x with 
the intention that it represents a state of affairs A, then it must be 
the case that S produces x with the intention that a criterion of 
success of his action should be that A obtains, independently of the 
uttering” (p. 215). 

Of course, Searle would not have chosen the example of a graphic 
representation if he were concerned only with the trivial contention 
that we can also conceive of a linguistically available state of affairs 
independently of actual communicative intentions. Clearly, the ex- 
ample is supposed to support the less trivial contention that we can 
make present a state of affairs to ourselves in mente without using any 
language—whether for purposes of representation or communica- 
tion. Thesis (1) can then be interpreted as the contention that we 
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are able to do this not only when we do not use any language but 
even when we have no command of any language. However, the 
conclusion drawn in the excerpted passage does not provide any 
argument in support of this thesis. For here, Searle already presup- 
poses that S produces (or chooses) his drawing (or some other x) 
with the intention that it should permit recognition of a certain state 
of affairs, A. And, indeed, the drawing of a broken crankshaft can 
be interpreted in this way by a linguistically proficient observer. 
Drawings, however, do not intrinsically represent states of affairs. As 
Searle himself observes, the relation between the depicted object 
and the object itself is of a different kind. The drawing reproduces 
a broken crankshaft; its usefulness depends on whether it is 
sufficiently similar to the object being depicted. Similarity is, how- 
ever, merely a necessary and not a sufficient condition for the inter- 
pretation in question—namely, that the depicted crankshaft 
expresses the fact that the crankshaft is broken. l 

Considered on its own terms, the relation of similarity between 
the representation and the original fulfills, perhaps, the role of a 
deictic gesture or a designation. It points to a certain object, serving 
to highlight this particular object amidst the multitude of all possible 
objects, and thereby to identify it. However, the drawing does not of 
its own accord represent a state of affairs. It is not equivalent to a 
statement, which could be true or false. The cartographic repre- 
sentation of a mountain range may be more or less accurate; but 
only the interpretations that we base on our reading of the map— 
that we infer from it, so to speak—are true or false, for example, that 
the mountain ranges are separated by wide valleys or that the highest 
peak lies 3,000 meters above sea level. In the same way, we can infer 
from the drawing of a broken crankshaft the proposition that the 
represented crankshaft is broken. However, only an interpreter who 
knows in advance what the representation of states of affairs means 
in general is able to understand the representation of a broken 
crankshaft as a designation with the propositional content that the 
crankshaft is broken. The interpreter could not even see that the 
drawing, by imitating a certain object, represents a state of affairs if 
he did not already have command of a language and know, on the 
basis of his linguistic practices, how states of affairs are represented 
linguistically." 
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4 


Even if, contrary to the foregoing reflections, it proved possible to 
defend thesis (1), the intentionalist explanatory program would 
require the justification of thesis (2). Because the success of a speech 
act ultimately is supposed to be measured according to the condi- 
tions for the representation of a state of affairs, the different modes 
of speech acts must be analyzable as just so many ways of referring 
to the satisfaction conditions for—originally mentally represented— 
states of affairs: “Different kinds of illocutionary acts, insofar as they 
have propositional contents, can be regarded as different modes in 
which utterances represent reality. . . . If we see the basic form of the 
illocutionary act as F(p) . . . then the illocutionary points will deter- 
mine the different ways in which ps are related to the world” 
(p. 219). 

On the presupposition that utterances owe their meanings to the 
representation of states of affairs, one understands the uttered sen- 
tence if one knows the conditions that make it true. This holds to 
begin with for assertoric sentences that are used in constative speech 
acts. However, in the case of most speech acts, what is at issue is not 
the existence of states of affairs. If, nonetheless, the relation of 
representation is supposed to be constitutive for the meaning of 
nonconstative speech acts as well, the illocutionary types must be 
distinguishable on the basis of the attitudes adopted in each case by 
the speaker to the represented state of affairs, as well as on the basis 
of the sense in which his utterances represent something: “The basic 
idea here is the old one, that the meaning of a statement is somehow 
given by its truth conditions; the meaning of a command is given by 
its obedience conditions, the meaning of a promise is given by its 
fulfillment conditions, a.s.o.” (p. 220). 

Thus, the mode of a speech act changes with the propositional 
attitude of the speaker and with the type of satisfaction conditions 
for the state of affairs represented in the propositional component. 

However, the relation of representation allows only two specifica- 
tions in the sense of Austin’s “directions of fit”: truth conditions are 
satisfied when the words (Worte) fit the asserted states of affairs (or 
the world) (1), and success conditions are satisfied when the desired 
states of affairs (or the world) are made to fit the words (T). Searle 
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therefore explains the first three of his five basic modes as follows: 
An utterance x belongs to the class of “assertives,” “directives,” or 
“commissives” if its success is measured according to whether the 
state of affairs “p” represented by x 


e exists even independently of the speaker and his utterance, and 


* comes into existence on the basis of the fact that the speaker or 
his addressee regard x at least in part as a reason for bringing about 


“p,” 
I would like to show by way of a few counterexamples that propo- 
sitional attitude and direction of fit (together with the relation to 
speaker and to the hearer) do not suffice to determine the illocu- 
tionary type. Let us consider first of all an imperative which, depend- 
ing on the context, can be interpreted as a request, supplication, 
command, and so forth (but also, as we shall see, as a threat): 


(1) I request you to hand over the required sum of money to Y. 


Whoever understands (1) can paraphrase the illocutionary meaning 
of this speech act roughly as follows: S gives the addressee to under- 
stand that she should make sure that “p” occurs. However, for this it 
is not sufficient to know the conditions under which the desired state 
“p” would be brought about. The hearer understands the speech act 
only when, in addition to these success conditions, she also knows 
the conditions that authorize the speaker to issue his imperative so 
that he may expect the addressee to carry out the required action. 
This requirement already follows from the fact that a speaker who 
utters (1) without being able, in his role as supplicant, friend, neigh- 
bor, or commander, to rely on any normative context whatsoever must 
instead draw on a reservoir of potential sanctions in order to replace 
the missing normative validity claim with a power claim. In the case 
of negative sanctions, the imperative turns, for example, into a 
threat: 


(2) I request you to hand over the required sum of money to Y— 
otherwise I will notify the police that... 


The sanction conditions specified in the appositive expression now 
take the place of the missing authorization conditions that—in con- 
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trast to (1)—-can no longer be inferred from the illocutionarily 
weakened preceding clause. (2) has to be understood as an indirect 
speech act whose literal meaning expresses an illocutionary meaning 
from which the speaker’s intention deviates. The threat actually 
intended by the speaker would have to be conveyed literally roughly 
in the following form: 


(2a) If you don’t hand over the required sum of money to Y, I 
will notify the police that... 


In the present context it is important to note that, in the case of 
(1) and (2) (where (2) is interpreted as (2a)), we are clearly not 
dealing with speech acts of the same type, even though they both 
meet the same conditions specified by Searle for determining illocu- 
tionary type. They satisfy the same success conditions for “p” (with 
the same direction of fit) and require the same propositional atti- 
tude of the speaker; nonetheless, they do not have the same illocu- 
tionary meaning. As we shall see, threats do not have proper 
illocutionary force at all.° Searle might object that orders as well as 
imperatives deprived of their normative backing and threats do be- 
long to the same class of directives and that they are distinguished 
only by having different modes of achieving the same illocutionary 
purpose.’ While orders appeal to a position of authority or to some 
(intersubjectively recognized) normative context, naked imperatives 
and explicit threats invoke sanctions. Granting this much, it should 
be clear, however, that there is still a difference in illocutionary 
meaning. The illocutionary aim of an order “p” is that the hearer, in 
recognizing the corresponding conditions of success, realizes that 
she is supposed to bring about “p” in a specific way, namely, through 
obeying, which means meeting the normative expectation of the 
speaker. For him, the expected behavior falls under the description 
of “following a previously established and intersubjectively recog- 
nized norm.” In the case of naked imperatives or threats the ex- 
pected behavior does not fit this description, at least not from the 
viewpoint of the actor. It has quite a different meaning: that of 
avoiding negative consequences that the hearer would have to suffer 
otherwise. 

With Searle we may say that the hearer is intentionally caused to 
perform the required action by orders as well as by imperatives and 
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threats; but then in each case we mean something different by 
“intentional causation.” It is true that in both cases speech acts 
constitute for the hearer at least partially a reason to bring about a 
certain state of affairs, but the types of reasons they constitute are 
distinct in an interesting way. The reasons vindicating the validity 
claim raised with an order are reasons for everybody, or at least for 
all the parties who recognize the authorizing norms or institutions. 
By contrast, reasons for submitting to a power claim connected with 
naked imperatives or threats do not belong to this set of general 
reasons; they are specific in the sense that they count as reasons only 
for the more or less rational choice of a particular person with 
particular preferences in a particular situation. This difference be- 
comes obvious when the hearer rejects the respective speech-acts. In 
the case of an order, a hearer who rejects the speech-act offer dis- 
putes that the speaker is authorized to expect the behavior com- 
manded of her: 


(1’) No, you cannot order me to do anything. 


In the second case, the hearer challenges only certain existential 
presuppositions pertaining to the reservoir of potential sanctions on 
which the speaker draws: 


(2) No, you have nothing you can use against me. 


Whereas general reasons can facilitate an uncoerced agreement be- 
tween speaker and hearer, specific reasons, in the sense illustrated 
by the latter case, mediate an influence that the speaker exerts on 
the attitude of the hearer. 

To this objection Searle could respond by drawing attention to his 
distinction between successful and successful but defective speech 
acts. Everything then hinges on what kind of deficiency we mean. If 
we describe the lack of authorizing conditions as a failure in prepara- 
tory conditions, as Searle has suggested, we would miss the point. 
Illocutionary acts owe their motivating force to the validity claims 
they carry, since these claims—like truth claims—are capable of 
being intersubjectively recognized to the extent that they are based 
on reasons that count as reasons for all parties involved. Naked 
imperatives and threats are deprived of this illocutionary force; there 
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is no claim to validity associated with them but rather a power claim; 
they are oriented not toward the possibility of common agreement 
but toward the causal effect of the speaker’s influence on the 
hearer.® 


5 


Before drawing some conclusions, let us return to the issue of clas- 
sification. The analysis that I have proposed for normatively autho- 
rized directives also applies to commissives. 


(3) I promise you I will hand over the required sum of money 
to Y. 


An addressee can understand the utterance as a promise only when 
she knows the conditions under which an accountable 
(zurechnungsfahig) actor can bind his own will—that is, take on an 
obligation to do something. Here, too, the negative response is 
aimed at these autonomy conditions, which, as in (1), supplement 
the conditions of success for “p.” For instance: 


(3) No, you are far too unreliable for me to take such a promise 
seriously. 


In order to understand a directive or commissive speech act, the 
hearer must know not only the satisfaction conditions for the state 
of affairs represented in it, but also the conditions under which it 
can be regarded as legitimate or as binding. This view is due to a 
formal-pragmatic generalization of a basic insight of truth-condi- 
tional semantics. This is all the more reason to expect that it may be 
confirmed through reference to constative speech acts as well. 

In this respect, however, an asymmetry is initially striking: the 
validity of constative speech acts appears to depend.only on the 
satisfaction of the truth conditions for the assertoric sentence “p” 
used in it; by contrast, however, as our analysis so far has shown, the 
satisfaction of the corresponding success conditions for the state of 
affairs “that p” expressed in the propositional component is in fact 
not sufficient for the validity of orders or promises. This asymmetry 
disappears as soon as one realizes that, even in the case of constative 
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speech acts, the speaker must intend something more and some- 
thing different than what is expected from him on the intentionalist 
reading, namely, to get the hearer to recognize that he holds “p” to 
be true (intention) and that he wishes to let her know this (inten- 
tiong). The speaker wants to communicate to the hearer not only the 
intention; that he has (that he believes “that p”), but he also wants 
to communicate to her the fact “p” (so that the addressee herself 
believes “that p”). The illocutionary aim does not consist simply in 
the addressee becoming aware of the speaker’s intention (Meinung); 
rather, she herself is supposed to arrive at the same view as that of 
which the speaker is convinced. In short, the addressee is supposed 
to accept the speaker’s assertion as valid. This is what the communi- 
cation of facts is all about. The intentionalist description according 
to which the speaker intends to produce in the hearer the belief that 
the speaker is committed to the existence of a certain state of affairs 
comes close to a distortion. In order to achieve his illocutionary 
aim, it is not sufficient that the speaker impose truth conditions 
for a mentally represented state of affairs on a sign x and that he 
makes the addressee aware of these by uttering x (the assertoric 
sentence), which is impregnated, as it were, with the truth condi- 
tions. Rather, the speaker must confront the addressee with his claim 
that the conditions that make the asserted sentence true are indeed 
satisfied. 

Just as with orders and promises, therefore, the speaker with a 
constative speech act also raises a criticizable validity claim that the 
hearer is supposed to accept. In contrast to nonconstative speech 
acts, however, this claim refers to the satisfaction of the conditions 
that make the assertoric sentence employed true. Against this, the 
validity claims linked to orders and promises refer directly to the 
normative conditions that entitle one party to expect that the other 
party will bring about the represented state of affairs. The claim to 
propositional truth refers to the existence of a state of affairs, in 
other words to the fact “p.” By contrast, the claim to normative 
validity refers to the legitimacy of the expectation that one or other 
of the parties concerned should bring about a represented state of 
affairs “that p.” 
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My main point in the present context is the inadequacy of the 
intentionalist model. It condemns the hearer to a peculiar passivity. 
It deprives her of the possibility of taking the speaker’s utterance 
seriously—that is, of accepting it as valid or of rejecting it as invalid. 
Without the possibility of taking a position with a “yes” or “no,” 
however, the process of communication remains incomplete. 

With a speech act, the speaker not only provides the hearer with 
the opportunity to become aware of his own intention; he further 
claims to have reasons that can move the hearer to accept an asser- 
tion as true, an order as legitimate, a promise as binding, or—as I 
would like to add at this point—an avowal as sincere. The speaker 
cannot achieve his illocutionary aim of conveying a fact, giving an 
order, making a request or a promise, or revealing a subjective 
experience (Erlebnis) if he does not at the same time make known 
the conditions under which his utterance could be accepted as valid; 
and, indeed, he must do so in such a way that, in claiming that these 
conditions are satisfied, he implicitly also offers to provide reasons 
in support of this claim, if necessary. The hearer must be able to 
have reasons for accepting an assertion as true, an order as legiti- 
mate, a promise as binding, an avowal as authentic or sincere (or, 
alternatively, for questioning such claims). The hearer does not 
understand the speech act if she does not know the conditions for 
taking such a “yes” or “no” position. The illocutionary meaning of 
an assertion, an order, a promise, or avowal remains concealed from 
the hearer if she becomes aware only that the speaker has a certain 
intentional state: that he believes “that p”; that he wants the hearer 
to bring about “p” or that he himself has the intention of bringing 
about “p”; or that he wants to reveal the propositional content of a 
belief, a feeling, a desire, an intention, and so forth. 


6 


Understanding the meaning of a linguistic expression is certainly not 
the same as reaching understanding about something with the help of 
an utterance held to be valid. An equally clear distinction must be 
made between a valid utterance and one that is merely held to be 
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valid. Nonetheless, questions of meaning can not be separated com- 
pletely from questions of validity.? The basic question of what it is to 
understand the meaning of a linguistic expression cannot be iso- 
lated from the question of the context in which this expression can 
be accepted as valid. One simply would not know what it is to 
understand the meaning of a linguistic expression if one did not 
know how one could make use of it in order to reach understanding 
with someone about something. It can be seen from the very condi- 
tions for understanding linguistic expressions that the speech acts 
that can be formed with their help have a built-in orientation toward 
a rationally motivated agreement about what is said. To this extent, 
the orientation toward the possible validity of utterances is part of 
the pragmatic conditions not just for reaching understanding but, 
prior to this, of the conditions for linguistic understanding itself. In 
language, the dimensions of meaning and validity are internally 
connected. 

If we start from this intersubjectivist conception of language, illo- 
cutionary types may be identified according to the validity claims 
associated with them.!° In order to identify the validity claims them- 
selves, the following heuristic question may be useful: In what sense 
can the speech act as a whole be negated? We arrive at precisely 
three validity claims if we consider from which points of view an 
illocutionarily ambiguous sentence such as 


(4) I will hand over the required sum of money to Y. 
can be negated. 

(£) No, you are far too unreliable in such matters. 
(4”) No, you don’t really mean what you say. 

(4”) No, it will never come to this. 


In the first case, the hearer understands the utterance as a promise 
and disputes that the speaker is sufficiently autonomous to uphold 
such an obligation. In the second case, the hearer understands the 
utterance as a declaration of intention and doubts the seriousness 
or sincerity of the intention uttered. In the third case, the hearer 
understands the utterance as a prediction and disputes the truth of 
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the statement about the future. Any illocutionary act at all can be 
challenged from the points of view of normative rightness, truthful- 
ness (Wahrhaftigkeit), and truth. For example, an imperative such as 
(1) can be negated not only with respect to the authorization of the 
speaker but also with respect to the sincerity of the speaker’s inten- 
tion expressed in it, or with respect to the truth of the existential 
presuppositions of the propositional content it expresses.!! 

If one considers Searle’s analysis of the conditions for speech acts 
as a whole, the three aforementioned validity claims can be found 
in his schema of analysis under a different description. In a discus- 
sion, Searle proposed analyzing the claim to normative rightness in 
terms of his “preparatory conditions,” the claim to truthfulness in 
terms of his “sincerity conditions,” and the claim to truth in terms 
of his “essential conditions.” The fact that such a translation is pos- 
sible speaks for the sharpness and complexity of Searle’s analyses. 
John Searle was the first to grasp clearly the structure of speech acts. 
However, his pioneering insights point beyond a framework of analy- 
sis that is based on the intentionalist model. The concept of a validity 
claim would lose its point if it were brought back inside that model. 
Truth conditions and satisfaction conditions are semantic concepts 
for which mentalist correlates may also be specified. However, pri- 
vate access to validity conditions—whether prelinguistic or simply 
monological—can be defended only at the price of what I regard as 
an untenable correspondence theory of truth. I propose, therefore, 
that validity conditions should be considered not in isolation from, 
but in pragmatic connection with, validity claims and potential rea- 
sons for the vindication of such claims. 

Criticizable validity claims, which have a built-in orientation to- 
ward intersubjective recognition, are necessary for a speech act to 
achieve the illocutionary aim of the speaker. 

In a recent paper on performatives,!? Searle comes fairly close to 
recognizing the intersubjective nature of meaning and validity. The 
analysis of performatives leads to the very center of a theory that 
takes as its starting point Austin’s insight into the peculiar character 
of a speech act whereby we do something by saying it. In the stan- 
dard form of a speech act F(p), the performative sentence makes 
explicit the illocutionary force F of an utterance containing “p.” 
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With regard to the question of how performatives work we find two 
competing interpretations. One of these treats performatives as sim- 
ple statements, while the other maintains that performatives do not 
admit of truth and falsity and therefore lack meaning in any proper 
sense. Both interpretations are strongly counterintuitive. 

Performative sentences such as “I state that .. .,” “I promise 
you ...,” or “I confess that . . .” in fact constitute performances that 
can neither be confirmed nor falsified like fully fledged assertions. 
They do not operate by way of a claim to truth. This is revealed by 
the fact that they first have to undergo a transformation from the 
speaker’s first-person (performative) perspective [toward a second 
person] into the third-person perspective of an observer before they 
themselves can be true or false. This transformation shows, however, 
that performative sentences have a meaning, too. Obviously, the 
following sentences 


(5) I order you to come. 
(5’) He orders her to come. 


have the same meaning, if references are preserved. But, at the same 
time, the illocutionary force switches over into the propositional 
content and thereby loses, if not its meaning, at least its force: it is 
included in the topic of another—constative—speech act. Uttered 
in the first-person attitude [toward a second person], performative 
sentences have a meaning (a) only in connection with some other 
proposition or propositional content, and (b) only as a kind of 
escort in the background, which is articulated in an unthematic and 
implicit way. These and other features can be explained as soon as 
we realize that performative sentences (like other illocutionary indi- 
cators) are self-referential and executive expressions for the act of 
raising a validity claim for a sentence with propositional content. 
Searle states the problem clearly. The difficulties into which his own 
proposal runs are instructive; they disclose an underlying intuition 
close to my own. 

Searle explains the meaning of sentences, the performance of 
which constitutes the act they say they are, through recourse to 
declarations—a class of speech acts we have not yet discussed. Utter- 
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ing a sentence such as “I hereby order you to leave” functions, 
according to Searle, “as a performative, and hence as a declaration 
because (a) the verb ‘order’ is an intentional verb, (b) ordering is 
something you can do by manifesting the intention to do it, and (c) 
the utterance is both self-referential and executive, as indicated by 
the word ‘hereby.’”!® 

Without going into detail, I shall now explain—and question—the 
declarative character of performatives. Searle has introduced decla- 
ratives as speech acts that both express a propositional content and 
make it true. In concluding a contract or closing a meeting, I let 
what I say be the case by saying it. Within the limits of this model, 
Searle somewhat paradoxically postulates of declarations that they 
simultaneously satisfy both directions of fit: they both state a fact and 
produce it. The paradox disappears with the observation of how the 
authorizing or legitimizing conditions of contract law or business 
procedures normatively back these speech acts. It is because of this 
legal or institutional—in any case normative—background that dec- 
larations can produce a change in the domain of legitimate inter- 
personal relationships and thereby create new social facts. 
Compared with directives and commissives, declaratives display fea- 
tures of both types: like orders they rely on a normative context and 
like promises they draw from the normative resource of the speaker’s 
responsibility. 

Searle, however, makes a further move; he now interprets the 
performative character of all classes of illocutionary acts in light of 
the illocutionary force of declarations. This proposal faces two major 
difficulties. First, it explodes the architecture of the classification of 
speech acts; this is because declarations would lose their distinctive 
place within this classification if they were to explain the perfor- 
mative character of all speech acts. Of greater interest is the second 
difficulty. Since many performatives do not appeal to or rely on a 
normative backing, the illocutionary point of declarations would 
lose its specificity. Consequently, Searle is pushed in the direction of 
redifferentiating the illocutionary meaning of declaratives. Apart 
from “extralinguistic declaratives”—such as pronouncing a couple 
husband and wife or declaring war—Searle introduces another cate- 
gory of “linguistic declarations,” which are neither attached to par- 
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ticular institutions like marriage or warfare nor supported by some 
informal value consensus in the background. However, once all illo- 
cutionary acts gain a declarative force so that this force extends to 
requests, promises, and avowals as well as statements, what meaning 
then remains for the force of such “linguistic declarations“? Strictly 
speaking, there cannot be any declaration without dependence on 
authorizing or legitimizing conditions of the sort that have the 
power to create new social facts. If, nonetheless, his analysis leads 
Searle to refer to some declarative force inherent in speech itself, 
the intuition behind this peculiar force might well match what I 
prefer to call the rationally motivating force of validity claims that 
are in need of intersubjective recognition. Searle elucidates the in- 
trinsically linguistic force of the very act of raising a validity claim 
through the force of an institution that enables a speaker, via his 
social roles, literally to call something into existence. In order to 
turn the elucidation into an explanation, Searle has to assimilate 
language to institutions. Language, however, is an institution only in 
a metaphorical sense. Thus Searle’s explanation of how perfor- 
matives work reaches no further than this metaphor. 
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Toward a Critique of the Theory of Meaning 
(1988) 


Three Approaches to a Theory of Meaning 


A theory of meaning should answer the question of what it is to 
understand the meaning of a well-formed symbolic expression. In 
1934, Karl Buhler proposed a schema of language functions that 
placed the linguistic expression in relations to the speaker, to the 
world, and to the hearer (figure 6.1).! This schema of how linguistic 
signs are used proves useful if one releases it from the context of the 
specific psychology of language in which it arose, extends the semi- 
otic approach, and gives a charitable interpretation to the three 
functions mentioned. The diagram then yields the general thesis 
that language represents a medium—Buhler spoke of the organon 
model of language—that simultaneously serves three different, al- 
though internally related, functions. Expressions that are employed 
communicatively serve to express the intentions (or subjective expe- 
riences (Erlebnisse)) of a speaker, to represent states of affairs (or 
something the speaker encounters in the world), and to establish 
relations with an addressee. The three aspects of a speaker reaching 
understanding/with another person/about something are reflected 
here. In linguistic expressions, three converging rays of meaning are 
focused. What the speaker wants to say with the expression connects 
up with what is literally said in it, as well as with the action as which 
it should be understood. There exists a threefold relation between 
the meaning of a linguistic expression and what is intended (gemeint) 
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OBJECTS AND STATES OF AFFAIRS 


spgetalg,, 


Leber | 


page RR“ 


Figure 6.1 
Bühler’s schema of language functions 
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by it, what is sazd in it, and the way in which it is used in the speech 
act. Normally, linguistic meaning is not exhausted by any one of 
these three relations.” 

Despite this, intentionalist semantics (from Grice to Bennett and 
Schiffer)? treats as fundamental only what the speaker intends by the 
expression he employs in a given situation; formal semantics (from 
Frege via the early Wittgenstein to Dummett)* begins with the con- 
ditions under which a sentence is true; and the use theory of mean- 
ing (inaugurated by the later Wittgenstein)? has recourse to the 
habitualized contexts of interaction in which linguistic expressions 
serve practical functions. Once linguistic behaviorism (from Bloom- 
field via Morris to Skinner)? had failed to explain three fundamental 
phenomena’—namely, the identity of linguistic meanings, the situ- 
ation-independence of the meaning of expressions employed with 
reference to specific situations,® and the acquisition of the compe- 
tence to generate innumerable linguistic expressions—the discus- 
sion has essentially been dominated by these three theories, for each 
of them has been able to appeal to a fundamental intuition. Bühler 
brings these intuitions together in his threefold schema of language 
functions. 

a. Intentionalism shares with Buhler a conception in which lan- 
guage has the character of a tool. The speaker uses the signs and 
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concatenations of signs produced by him as a vehicle for informing 
his addressee about his beliefs or intentions. In this conception, the 
premises of the modern philosophy of consciousness are still presup- 
posed as unproblematic. The representing subject (das vorstellende Sub- 
jekt) stands over and against a world of things and events, and asserts 
at the same time his sovereignty in the world as a purposively acting 
subject. From the same perspective, he encounters other subjects 
who, in turn, assert themselves. As subjects capable of action, they 
influence each other in the way in which they generally intervene 
causally in innerworldly processes. That their interactions are medi- 
ated by language appears as something secondary in comparison to 
the representational and purposive activity of the individual subjects. 
Representations (Vorstellungen) connect up with the substratum of 
linguistic signs in a conventional way, so as to be capable of emerging 
from the inwardness of a particular individual subjectivity and taking 
on external form. In turn, the signs, as instruments for influencing 
an alien subjectivity, are accorded a place within the context of 
teleological action. _ 

Once language has been assimilated in such a way to the physical 
means of purposive interventions, the explication of the meaning of 
linguistic expressions can be treated as a special task within a general 
theory of action. A speaker S intends to call forth an effect rin a 
hearer H by uttering “x” in a particular context, whereby “x” does 
not yet have a conventionally regulated meaning content but has its 
meaning conferred by S in the given situation in a way recognizable 
for H. According to the proposal of H. P. Grice, the effect intended 
by the speaker resides in the hearer’s being induced by the utterance 
of “x” to recognize the intention of the speaker and to accept it (at 
least in part) as a reason either for thinking that S intends (meint) 
something specific or for regarding the fact that Sintends something 
specific as occasioning her (the hearer’s) intention to do something 
specific.? The effect z which is produced by “x” and triggered in H 
by S, is a specific belief (Meinung) or the intention to carry out a 
specific action. Two functions of the sign that Bühler had separated, 
namely, expression and appeal, fuse consistently into one and the 
same accomplishment: to allow a hearer to infer the intention of the 
speaker and thereby to motivate her to form the corresponding 
belief or intention. 
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The point of this strategy of explanation is that what is meant 
(gemeint) is in no way determined by what is said. The meaning of 
an utterance “x” by S is supposed to be explained solely by the 
intention with which S utters the expression “x” in a given context. 
This strategy is guided by the intuition that language usage is only 
one specific manifestation of the general sovereignty of purposively 
acting subjects—a sovereignty that, with respect to the medium of 
language, reveals itself, for example, in the fact that we can assign to 
objects any names we choose, as well as arbitrarily bestow meanings 
on signs. Under the same premises drawn from the philosophy of 
consciousness, Husserl was able to speak in this context of meaning- 
conferring acts. If language derives its meaning exclusively from the 
intentions of the purposive users of language, then it loses the 
autonomy of having its own internal structure. 

b. Formal semantics follows a different intuition. It attends to the 
grammatical form of linguistic expressions and ascribes to language 
a status independent of the intentions and ideas of speaking 
subjects. In comparison to the rule system of language itself, the 
practice of language usage and the psychology of linguistic under- 
standing occupy a status that is merely secondary. First of all, the 
object of the theory of meaning is constituted by linguistic expres- 
sions and not by the pragmatic relations between speakers and hear- 
ers that can be read off from the process of communication. The 
correct use and correct understanding of an expression do not result 
from the intentions of the speaker or from the conventions agreed 
upon by users of language, but from the formal properties of the 
expressions themselves and the rules whereby they are constituted. 
In this way, the theory of meaning is detached from action-theoretic 
contexts and reserved for linguistic analysis in the narrower sense. 
A dimension is thereby revealed that Bühler failed to take into 
consideration in his semiotically foreshortened model: that of the 
logical-semantic construction of language. Admittedly, from Bühler’s 
point of view, formal semantics pays for this advantage by limiting its 
analysis to the representational function of language. 

This explains both the methodological abstraction of the meaning 
of the sentence from the meaning of the utterance and the choice 
of the sentence as the smallest unit of semantic analysis. For, with ` 
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the emphasis on the representational function, the relationship be- 
tween language and the world, between an assertoric sentence and 
a state of affairs, moves to the center of analysis. Only with sentences 
is a speaker able to say something specific or, according to Frege, to 
express a “thought.” Only in relation to a sentence and its thought 
is a hearer able to take a position with a “yes” or “no.” When the 
croupier says “red” after the ball has come to a stop, the word takes 
on a specific sense only if the roulette player, on the basis of the 
context, tacitly expands it to the sentence “Red has won.” 

The approach of propositional semantics revolutionizes the older 
and long-dominant viewpoint of reference semantics, according to 
which language is related to reality as a name is related to its object. 
The relation of the signified (the meaning) to the signifier (the 
sign) was thought to be explicable in terms of the relation of the 
symbol (the meaningful sign) to the designatum (the signified ob- 
ject). This basic semiotic notion was suited to the object-centered 
theory of knowledge in the philosophy of consciousness.’ In fact, 
names or designations, indeed all terms that we use to identify 
objects, do, as it were, establish contact between language and reality. 
A false picture arises, however, if this part is taken for the whole. In 
the case of a simple predicative sentence, a singular term must first 
be expanded to a sentence by means of a universal predicate expres- 
sion before we can represent an elementary state of affairs. The 
predicate should “apply” to the object for which the subject expres- 
sion “stands.” But the relationship of the whole sentence to the state 
of affairs that is expressed in it may not then be conceived according 
to the model of “standing for an object.” And if assertoric sentences 
are representative of language as a whole, then the relationship 
between language and the world must be explained in terms of a 
model different from that of the relation to an object: it is facts that 
make assertoric sentences true. 

This, then, is the key to answering the fundamental question of 
the theory of meaning. If the meaning of an assertoric sentence is 
the state of affairs that it represents, and if this sentence is true 
precisely when the expressed state of affairs exists or is the case, then 
we understand the sentence only if we know the conditions under 
which it is true. The truth conditions of an assertoric sentence serve 
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as an explanans for its meaning: “To understand a proposition 
means to know what is the case if it is true.”! 

This crucial insight by Frege into the internal connection between 
meaning and validity is based upon an intuition that, to anticipate, 
can be elucidated from a pragmatic perspective, which Frege himself 
did not adopt. Participants in communication reach understanding 
(sich verständigen) by using sentences about something in the world; 
if, however, the validity of the sentences uttered by the speaker could 
not be judged by the hearer, they would be completely inadequate 
as the smallest units of communication. Mutual understanding ( Ver- 
stindigung) with regard to the contested existence of states of affairs 
can be reached by participants only on the basis of the evaluation of 
sentences that are capable of being true. 

c. Yet a different intuition underlies the use theory of meaning, 
which Wittgenstein developed from his critique of the truth-condi- 
tional semantic conception he himself once shared. Wittgenstein 
uncovers the action character of linguistic utterances.!? From his 
perspective, the representational function, amidst the multiplicity of 
ways of using language, loses its privileged position. The medium of 
language does not serve first and foremost to describe or establish 
facts; it equally serves to issue commands, solve riddles, tell jokes, 
give thanks, curse, send greetings, and pray.!? Later on, Austin uses 
these performative verbs to analyze the dual accomplishment of 
speech acts, with which a speaker, in saying something, simultane- 
ously does something.!? 

Wittgenstein’s formula—that the meaning of a word is its use in 
the language—is admittedly in need of interpretation, for the fa- 
mous example of the builders in the second paragraph of Philosophi- 
cal Investigations suggests an intentionalist reading. The assistant 
learns to bring “pillars,” “slabs,” and “beams” to the master when he 
calls; as soon as the participants intuitively master the cooperative 
context, they can assign objects to words through implicit defini- 
tions. The habitualized work practices are thereby determined by the 
purpose of building a house as well as by the relationship of author- 
ity between the master and the apprentice. For the speaker who 
issues the directives, the words that are called out and the feats of 
cooperation that are steered by them function as tools for the reali- 
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zation of his intentions. The words appear to derive their meaning 
from the purposes and the activities of the speaking subjects. 

Formulations such as, “To understand a language means to be 
master of a technique,” come close to the viewpoint of intentionalist 
semantics.!° Nonetheless, there is a decisive difference. Wittgenstein 
conceives of the practice of the language game, which determines 
the use of the linguistic expressions, not as the result of individual 
teleological actions on the part of isolated, purposive subjects but as 
the “common behavior of mankind.”!® “Language game” is his name 
for the totality of the intermeshed linguistic utterances and nonlin- 
guistic activities. It is the prior agreement in an intersubjectively 
shared form of life or the preunderstanding of common practices 
regulated by institutions and customs that constitute the interrela- 
tionship of activities and speech acts. Learning to master a language 
or learning how expressions in a language should be understood 
requires habitualization into a form of life. The form of life antece- 
dently regulates the use of words and sentences within a network of 
possible purposes and possible actions. 

Unlike the intentionalist approach, the use-theoretical approach 
does not emphasize the tool character of language but rather the 
intermeshing of language with interactive practices in which a form 
of life is simultaneously reflected and reproduced. With this, the 
relation to the world of linguistic expressions retreats once again, 
this time behind the relationships between speakers and hearers. 
These relationships are not interpreted intentionalistically from the 
perspective of the speaker but as reflections of antecedently estab- 
lished habitualized practices. With the grammar of language games, 
the dimension of an intersubjectively shared background knowledge 
of the lifeworld that carries (trägt) the multiple functions of lan- 
guage is disclosed. 

The example of the builders seems to lend itself rather to conceal- 
ing the real point of the use theory of meaning: in a competently 
mastered language game, the speech acts carry (tragen) interactive 
practices in a completely different way than the activities that are 
coordinated through them in the first place. Communicative acts 
owe this primacy to a property to which Austin drew attention with 
his investigation of the illocutionary character of speech acts. An 
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observer can understand a nonlinguistic action only when she knows 
the intention that is supposed to be satisfied by means of it. Speech 
acts, by contrast, identify themselves.!” Because the speaker, in car- 
rying out an illocutionary act, simultaneously says what he is doing, 
a hearer who understands the meaning of what is said can straight- 
forwardly identify the performed act as some specific action. Thus, 
the use-theoretical approach is already based on an intuition, the full 
import of which has been recognized only since Wittgenstein. The 
acts carried out in a natural language are always self-referential. They 
say both how what is said is to be used and how it is to be understood. 
This reflexive structure of everyday language becomes tangible in 
the grammatical form of the individual speech act. The illocutionary 
component establishes the sense in which the propositional content 
is being used and the sort of action as which the utterance should 
be understood. 


The Limits of Semantics and of Speech-Act Theory 


Each of the three competing theories of meaning takes up exactly 
one aspect of the process of reaching understanding. They seek to 
explain the meaning of a linguistic expression from the perspective 
of what is meant (as intended meaning), or from the perspective of 
what is said (as literal meaning), or from the perspective of use (as 
utterance meaning). By introducing each of these theories as styliza- 
tions of just one of the aspects that Buhler’s schema of language 
functions takes into consideration simultaneously, I have already im- 
plicitly suggested their one-sidedness. I now want to go through the 
theories once more in order (a) to discuss the limits of what they 
are capable of achieving and then (b) to test the problemsolving 
potential of a fourth approach, namely, that of the theory of speech 
acts. 

a. The intentionalist program sets itself the task of tracing the 
conventional meaning of a random grammatical expression “x” 
(xmeaning timeless) back to the nonconventional meaning of the 
speaker’s intention connected with the utterance of “x” in a particu- 
lar context (S-meaning occasional). Grice selects his premises in 
such a way that communication can be explained in terms of the 
purposive-rational influence of S upon H. The model is set up in 
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such a way that strategic action can serve as a functional equivalent 
for reaching understanding linguistically. Given this preliminary de- 
cision, however, only such phenomena can come into view as are 
categorially different from those supposedly to be reconstructed. 
For, even in the most complex cases, what is reconstructed is only 
the meaning of an utterance “x” by S that, on the presupposition 
that a common language is not available, is capable of inducing H 
to believe or to intend to do something specific—that is, to under 
stand something indirectly by way of inferences. But giving someone 
something to understand indirectly is a borderline case that, for its 
part, refers back to the normal case of reaching an understanding 
directly in a common language by way of utterances that identify 
themselves, 

This parasitic status reveals itself in the type of counterexamples 
introduced by Strawson and dealt with by S. R. Schiffer, in which S 
can achieve the desired effect only so long as the intention that His 
supposed to take as S’s intention does not coincide with the strategic 
ulterior intention that S is actually pursuing.!? Through this asym- 
metry, however, an infinite regress is set in motion that could be 
prevented only if the participants were allowed to have recourse to 
shared knowledge, indeed in the final instance to the natural mean- 
ing of signals established through a causal chain (for example, that 
smoke means fire). Yet this recourse functions only on the condition 
that both sides, speaker and hearer, already understand the natural 
meaning of such a signal in a way analogous to understanding lan- 
guage, that is, in the manner of an intersubjectively known, nonnatu- 
ral meaning of a conventionally regulated sign. Schiffer makes an 
illegitimate leap from the natural evidence of a signal like smoke 
(accessible from the perspective of an observer) to the comprehen- 
sion (possible only in the performative attitude) of a communica- 
tively used sign (that is, one recognizably used for the purpose of 
imparting information) with the corresponding propositional con- 
tent that smoke means fire.!? He thereby smuggles in precisely what 
is supposed to be explained, namely, the reflexivity of a self-identify- 
ing utterance and the intersubjective knowledge made possible by 
the comprehension of that utterance. Certainly, interactions among 
purposively acting subjects (which are mediated solely through ob- 
servations, the strategic deployment of signs, and inferences) can 
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lead to the reciprocally reflected attribution of propositional atti- 
tudes and contents; they cannot, however, lead to something like 
intersubjective knowledge in the strict sense. 

Truth-conditional semantics allows the rationality and internal 
structure of the linguistic medium, disregarded by the intentionalist 
approach, to come into its own. The clear articulation of thoughts 
and intentions is made possible only through grammatical language, 
which constitutes a reality of its own kind and with its own dignity; 
states of affairs can be mirrored only in sentences. Yet this also 
bestows a privileged position on the validity, in the sense of truth, of 
assertoric sentences. The diverse functions served by language are 
susceptible to analysis only by way of the form of the sentences 
employed, ultimately, indeed, only by way of the form of assertoric 
sentences that serve representational functions. For even the mean- 
ing of nonassertoric sentences is elucidated through recourse to the 
conditions that make assertoric sentences true. Frege himself had 
already divided assertoric sentences into two components: the asser- 
toric force or the mode of assertion must join up with the proposi- 
tional content “that p” in order to yield the statement “p,” whereby 
“that p” signifies a state of affairs and “p” signifies a fact, that is, an 
existing state of affairs. Only the modal component distinguishes 
imperative and interrogative sentences from assertoric sentences 
with the same content. 

In order to explicate such distinctions between modes in terms of 
truth-conditional semantics, Stenius and Kenny make use of an idea 
of Austin’s, who had assumed two opposing “directions of fit” be- 
tween sentences and states of affairs.?° They begin with statements 
and imperatives as the two basic modes, whereby true statements 
represent existing states of affairs and imperatives require that states 
of affairs be brought into existence. The conditions that make state- 
ments true correspond to the conditions under which imperatives 
are successfully carried out. In both cases, what is at issue are the 
conditions for states of affairs, either for the existence of recognized 
states of affairs or for the bringing about of desired states of affairs. 
However, this strategy of analysis founders on the asymmetry be- 
tween truth conditions and success conditions that assertoric and 
imperative sentences, respectively, are supposed to “satisfy.” For the 
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force of imperatives cannot be differentiated adequately from the 
force of assertions on the basis of the opposed “directions of fit” in 
which a speaker takes up, with imperatives or assertions, respectively, 
a relation to (the same) state of affairs from different perspectives. 
A hearer is able to understand a sentence qua imperative only when 
she knows the conditions under which the speaker may expect that 
he could impose his will upon a hearer, even a reluctant one. The 
sense of the imperative demand for compliance cannot be explained 
in terms of the semantically analyzable knowledge of success condi- 
tions; it can be explained only pragmatically, specifically with refer- 
ence to the authority standing behind it.?! 

Admittedly, a purely semantic approach to analysis meets its limits 
even in the case of assertoric sentences themselves. In its classical 
form, truth-conditional semantics believed it possible to ignore alto- 
gether the circumstances under which a hearer is in a position to 
recognize when the truth conditions of a sentence are satisfied in a 
given case. But the knowledge of truth conditions is, at most, un- 
problematic only in the case of simple predicative observation sen- 
tences, whose truth can be tested in easily surveyable contexts with 
the help of readily accessible perceptual evidence. At any rate, there 
are no correspondingly simple tests for predictions, counterfactual 
conditional sentences, nomological statements, and so forth. Asser- 
toric sentences of these kinds quantify dimensions that are infinite 
or are inaccessible to observation. Michael Dummett correctly 
points out that simple rules of verification for these and similar 
sentences are not at our disposal. It is therefore not sufficient to 
render the Fregean thesis more precise to the effect that one under- 
stands an assertoric sentence when one knows its rules of verifica- 
tion. Relying on the pragmatic distinction between “truth” and 
“assertibility”—that is, between the truth of a sentence and the enti- 
tlement to make an assertion with that sentence—Dummett replaces 
knowledge of the truth conditions (or knowledge of the verification 
rules of a justification game geared toward observation situations”) 
with indirect knowledge: the hearer must know the kinds of reasons 
with which the speaker could, if necessary, vindicate his claim that 
particular truth conditions are satisfied. In short, one understands 
an assertoric sentence when one knows the kinds of reasons a 
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speaker must provide in order to convince a hearer that the speaker 
is entitled to raise a truth claim for the sentence.” 

Just as Dummett implicitly makes reference to the game of argu- 
mentation in which the speaker gua proponent is able to convince 
a hearer qua opponent of the entitlement for his truth claim, so 
Wittgenstein comes upon the presuppositions underlying a similar 
distribution of roles in his analysis of the concept of following a 
rule.” Following a rule means following the same rule in each case; 
the meaning of a rule is interwoven with the use of the word “same.” 
A cannot be certain whether she is following a rule at all unless a 
situation exists in which she exposes her conduct to the judgment 
of a critic B who is able to ascertain deviations from the rule, Iden- 
tical meaning and the validity of a rule are conceptually connected. 
For the identity of a rule in the multiplicity of its realizations does 
not rest upon observable invariances but upon the validity of a crite- 
rion according to which rule-conformative behavior can be judged. 
Rule-guided conduct is fallible and therefore requires two simulta- 
neous, interchangeable roles: one for A, who follows a rule and 
thereby seeks to avoid mistakes, and one for B, who is able critically 
to judge the correctness of the rule-guided conduct of A. The point 
of this consideration is that a linguistic expression can have an 
identical meaning only for a subject who is capable, together with at 
least one other subject, of following a rule that is valid for both of them. 
A monadically isolated subject can no more use an expression in a ` 
way that maintains identity of meaning than a rule can be followed 
privately. 

In this way, Wittgenstein introduces the internal connection be- 
tween meaning and validity independently of language’s relation to 
the world; he therefore does not link up the rules for the meaning 
of words with the validity, in the sense of truth, of sentences. Instead, 
he compares the validity of meaning conventions with the prevailing 
social validity of customs and institutions and assimilates the gram- 
matical rules of language games to social norms of action. Of course, 
he thereby surrenders any relation to validity that transcends the 
context of a given language game. Utterances are valid or invalid 
only according to the standards of the language game to which they 
belong. Thus, almost imperceptibly, even the relation to truth of 
fact-ascertaining speech is lost. For Wittgenstein, the representa- 
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tional function is just one among many other functions of language 
that have developed, as it were, as part of the natural history of a 
diversity of interlocking (and in principle, equally legitimate) lan- 
guage games. 

b. Following on from the later Wittgenstein, Austin investigated 
more closely, on the basis of individual illocutionary acts, how lan- 
guage is bound up with interactive practices in a form of life. In 
addition, however, and unlike Wittgenstein, Austin does not want to 
ignore the relationship brought out by truth-conditional semantics 
between language and the objective world, between a sentence and 
a state of affairs. Austin takes the first steps en route to a theory of 
speech acts that combines the insights of truth-conditional semantics 
with those of language-game pragmatics. At first, this leads him to a 
dualistic conception that in a general way opposes illocutionary acts 
to the ascertaining of facts. In so-called constative utterances, asser- 
toric sentences are used to represent states of affairs. Austin also 
speaks of locutionary acts here: the speaker uses locutionary acts in 
order to say something (say what is the case). Against this, illocution- 
ary acts as such are not supposed to have any propositional content, 
not even a meaning. With such an act, the speaker does not say 
anything that could be true or false but instead performs a social 
action. “Hello!” does not mean anything; rather, it is a greeting, 
which the speaker can perform with this expression. Of course, such 
an act can be infelicitous, if, for example, it is carried out with the 
wrong words, in an inappropriate context, or without the correct 
emphasis. Instead of having a meaning, an illocutionary act gives 
expression to a particular force—a power of a kind with the binding 
character of promises. While locutionary acts make possible a cog- 
nitive use of language that is, as it were, turned toward the world, 
speakers and hearers are able to establish relations among each 
other with illocutionary acts; the latter serve the interactive use of 
language. 

Initially Austin proposed the following classifications: 


Locutionary Act—Assertoric Sentence—Meaning—True/False 


Illocutionary Act—Performative Sentence—Force—Felicitous/ 
Infelicitous 
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This dualism could not be maintained.” Austin saw from the begin- 
ning, of course, that most illocutionary acts do not appear inde- 
pendently but incorporate clauses with propositional content. In 
general, the speaker carries out an illocutionary act by saying some- 
thing. The illocutionary component establishes only the mode of a 
sentence that is used as a promise, a recommendation, an avowal, 
and so forth. The notation Mp indicates that we execute two acts in 
one, acts that can be separated only analytically. But then it is no 
longer clear why the contrast between “force” and “meaning,” famil- 
iar from truth-conditional semantics, ought to be retained in a the- 
ory of speech acts. Performative sentences obviously have just as 
clear a meaning as assertoric sentences. And constative speech acts 
exhibit the same illocutionary-propositional double structure as all 
other speech acts. Assertions, descriptions, or narratives can, com- 
pletely independently of their truth value, be infelicitous in a way 
similar to other illocutionary acts: one can make such a mess of 
telling a tale that “it is no longer a good story,” or discuss a delicate 
matter so bluntly that those present “will not tolerate any further 
discussion of it.” 

If, however, all speech acts can be analyzed in the form Mp, then 
locutionary acts lose the special status that was initially claimed for 
them. They are, so to speak, absorbed into the propositional com- 
ponent of any and every speech act, and hand over their monopoly 
on the claim to truth to a particular class of speech acts, the consta- 
tive. This then gives rise to the interesting question of whether only 
constative speech acts can be valid or invalid (true or false) or 
whether other speech acts, too, might exhibit an equivalent dimen- 
sion for that of truth. If the latter were the case, we would have to 
work out a conception of language that attributes no essential im- 
portance to the fact that what is said in a language always transcends 
the boundaries of that language and refers to something in the 
world. But both Austin and Searle give an affirmative answer to this 
question, albeit significantly different ones. 

Austin corrects his position to the effect that he now understands 
the two dimensions of evaluation, which he had initially correlated, 
respectively, with locutionary and illocutionary acts (truth vs. suc- 
cess), as aspects that are merely analytically separable. Every speech 
act can be evaluated according to whether it is “right” as well as 
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whether it is “in order.”?® To be sure, Austin does not fill the dimen- 
sion of “rightness”—to which the validity, in the sense of truth, of 
constative speech acts is now generalized—with a specific number of 
well-defined validity claims; rather, his “loosening up of the ideas of 
truth and falsity” is supposed to open up a whole spectrum of aspects 
of validity, ranging from propositional truth via goodness and appro- 
priateness to normative rightness. Out of a wealth of evaluative 
viewpoints, the linguistic analyst is supposed in each case to be able 
to identify the relevant criterion of assessment and to capture it 
descriptively. By contrast, Searle wants to avoid the difficulties that 
necessarily result from this kind of subsumption of validity, in the 
sense of truth, and normative validity under a diversity of “values.” 
In the dimension of the validity of speech acts, he admits only the 
one clear-cut universal validity claim that had already been privileged 
by truth-conditional semantics. In this respect, Searle takes a step 
backward from Austin and the later Wittgenstein to Frege. 

We are nonetheless indebted to Searle for the version of speech- 
act theory that has been most precisely explicated up to now.?’ He 
takes Austin’s conditions of felicity and renders them more precise 
as “preparatory conditions;” these refer to standardized contexts 
that must obtain if certain kinds of speech acts are to be performed 
meaningfully and with the prospect of success. He then adds com- 
prehensibility and sincerity conditions; these refer on the one hand 
to the availability of a common linguistic medium and the suitability 
of the speech situation, and on the other hand to the corresponding 
intention of the speaker. He further specifies conditions for the 
semantic form that the clauses with propositional content must obey, 
and finally faces the task of specifying the “essential conditions” 
according to which different illocutionary forces or modes of using 
language can be demarcated. The five basic modes distinguished by 
Searle (constative, directive, commissive, expressive, and declarative 
speech acts) are open to more precise surface differentiations using 
pragmatic criteria (such as the direction of interest of the speaker 
and hearer, the degree of intensity in bringing out the illocutionary 
point, or the institutional ties of the speech act). 

However, the differentiation of the basic modes themselves— 
moreover, in a validity dimension geared solely toward propositional | 
truth (which permits variation only according to the direction of fit 
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between language and the world)—is the problem on which Searle 
labors in vain. In both directions (from “word to world” and from 
“world to word”), the relation of language to the objective world 
provides a basis that is too narrow for distinguishing the five pro- 
posed classes of speech acts. Indeed, for Wittgenstein, the fact that 
the rich variety of illocutionary forces could not be brought to order 
from the viewpoint of truth-conditional semantics had already been 
a sufficient reason for giving up all attempts at classification in favor 
of describing an unordered collection of language-game grammars. 
Only constative speech acts can be characterized—and only par- 
tially—according to the direction in which sentences and facts can 
be brought into agreement.?® Assertoric force means that S presents 
to Ha truth claim for “p” and thereby issues a warranty that the truth 
conditions of “p” are satisfied—or, simply, that the proposition fits 
the facts. 

Even the illocutionary force of authorized imperatives is incapable 
of being explained solely through recourse to the satisfaction of 
success conditions, that is, in terms of H effecting that “p” becomes 
true. H understands an imperative sentence as a command, direc- 
tive, a request, or the like only when knowledge of the success 
conditions (given in the clause with propositional content) is aug- 
mented by knowledge of those conditions (contained in the illocu- 
tionary component) under which S could justify why he regards an 
imperative with the content “p” as legitimate or enforceable. With 
this, a validity claim of a normative kind, which cannot be reduced 
to a truth claim, comes into play. The same holds for the illocution- 
ary force of commissive speech acts, with which the speaker binds 
his own will in the sense of a normative obligation. The conditions 
for the binding character of obligating declarations of intention are 
of a different kind from the success conditions, which the speaker 
fulfills as soon as he translates his intention into action—that is, 
makes it come true. 

The illocutionary force of expressive speech acts, with which S 
expresses a subjective experience (Erlebnis) to which he has privi- 
leged access, can be defined neither through the cognitive nor 
through the interventionistic relation of a subject to the world of 
existing states of affairs. Searle is thus consistent in using a neither- 
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nor sign in such cases in order to indicate the inapplicability of the 
perspective of truth-conditional semantics. In expressive speech acts, 
a claim to truthfulness (Wahrhaftigkeit) comes into play—a claim, 
moreover, that Searle has already employed in an unspecific way for 
the sincerity condition that all comprehensible speech acts are sup- 
posed to satisfy. A similar objection can be made to his definition of 
the illocutionary force of declarative speech acts.?? 

These problems are avoided when one does not respond to the 
validity problems bequeathed by Austin in the way Searle does— 
namely, with a truth-conditional-semantic weakening of speech-act 
theory—but instead interprets Bühler’s language functions in terms 
of the corresponding validity claims. 


Speech Acts, Communicative Action, and Strategic Interaction 


An interpretation of Bühler’s schema of language functions from the 
point of view of a theory of validity suggests itself as a way out of the 
difficulties of speech-act theory because it does justice to all three 
aspects of a speaker reaching understanding/with another per- 
son/about something. It incorporates within itself the truth contained 
in the use theory of meaning and at the same time overcomes the 
specific one-sidedness of intentionalist and formal semantics, respec- 
tively. The resulting formal-pragmatic analysis of speech acts pro- 
vides a basis for the concept of communicative action. 
Communicative action constitutes an alternative to strategic action, 
yet it remains linked to the teleology of the various individual plans 
of action that come together in it. 

a. Following the transition from the semantic to the pragmatic 
point of view, the question of the validity of a sentence no longer 
poses itself as a question—detached from the process of communi- 
cation—about the objective relation between language and the 
world. Nor can the validity claim, with which the speaker refers to 
the validity conditions of his utterance, be defined solely from the 
perspective of the speaker. Validity claims have a built-in orientation 
toward intersubjective recognition by speaker and hearer; they can 
be vindicated only with reasons, that is, discursively, and the hearer 
reacts to them with rationally motivated “yes” or “no” positions. The 
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smallest independent unit of explicitly linguistic processes of reach- 
ing understanding is composed of the elementary speech act Mp, 
with which S raises at least one criticizable validity claim for her 
utterance, and of the “yes” or “no” position that determines whether 
H understands and accepts the speech-act offer from $. Reaching 
understanding aims at consensus formation. The attempt by S to 
reach understanding with H about something in the world termi- 
nates in the agreement brought about between them; this agreement 
is then sealed by the acceptance of a comprehensible speech act. For 
this reason, understanding (Verstehen) a speech act already points to 
the conditions for a possible agreement (Einverständnis) about what 
is said. 

Of course, the pragmatic reinterpretation of the problem of valid- 
ity also requires a complete reevaluation of what was originally 
meant by the “illocutionary force” of a speech act. As we saw, Austin 
had conceived of the illocutionary force as the literally irrational 
component of the speech act, whereas the rational content was 
monopolized by the content of the assertoric sentence (or its nomi- 
nalized form). Meaning and understanding were concentrated 
solely on this rational component. By contrast, the consistent execu- 
tion of the pragmatic turn makes validity claims into the stewards of 
a rationality that presents itself as the structural interconnection of 
validity conditions, validity claims referring to these conditions, and 
reasons for the vindication of these validity claims. The individual 
speech act is bound to this structure primarily through its modal 
component. That is, the mode is defined according to the type of 
claim raised by the speaker with her misleadingly named “illocution- 
ary” act, in the standard case through the utterance of a perfor- 
mative clause (and also according to the way in which this validity 
claim is referred to). The locus of rationality is thereby transferred 
from the propositional to the illocutionary component, and at the 
same time the validity conditions no longer remain fixated on the 
proposition. Room is thus made for the introduction of validity 
claims that are not directed toward truth conditions—that is, are not 
geared toward the relation of language to the objective world. 

Bühler’s schema of language functions had already placed the 
linguistic expression in relation to the intention of the speaker, to 
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the objective world, and to the addressee. And each of the three 
theories of meaning discussed in the foregoing claimed that it could 
explain the comprehensibility of linguistic expressions through 
some one of these relations—whether through the function of ex- 
pressing intentions, or of representing states of affairs, or of actual- 
izing and establishing interactive relationships. What we are looking 
for is a theory of speech acts that takes account of the kernel of truth 
in all three of these theories of meaning. However, from Searle’s 
classification of speech acts it has once again become apparent that 
the way in which truth-conditional semantics conceives the internal 
relation between truth and meaning is too specialized. 

Certainly, whether or not an utterance fulfills its representational 
function is measured against truth conditions; however, the fulfill- 
ment of the expressive and the interactive functions is also measured 
against conditions that are analogous to truth. I therefore want to 
introduce subjective truthfulness and normative rightness as truth- 
analogous concepts for the validity of speech acts. The relations of 
the speech act to speakers’ intentions and to addressees can also be 
conceived in terms of the model of a relation to the objective world. 
That is, there exists simultaneously a relation to the subjective world 
(of the speaker), as the totality of experiences (Erlebnisse) to which 
he has privileged access, and a relation to the social world (of the 
speaker, the hearer, and other members), as the totality of interper- 
sonal relations held to be legitimate. These world-concepts formed 
through analogy must not, of course, be misunderstood as partial 
regions (in Popper’s sense) of the one objective world.*° The subjec- 
tive experiences that S externalizes in expressive speech acts (proto- 
typically in avowals and revelations) should no more be understood 
as a particular class of entities (or inner episodes) than should the 
norms legitimating an interpersonal relationship established be- 
tween Sand H by means of regulative speech acts (prototypically 
through commands and promises). From the perspective of the 
participants, the first-person experiential sentences employed in 
expressive speech acts can be uttered truthfully or untruthfully, ac- 
cording to whether the speaker means what he says. But they cannot 
be true or false unless experiential sentences are to be assimilated 
to assertoric sentences. In the same way, the imperative sentences 
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(commands or requests) or intentional sentences (promises) that 
are employed in the attitude of the first person [toward a second 
person] in regulative speech acts can be right or not right, according 
to whether they satisfy or violate recognized normative expectations 
or whether they have a binding character or merely create the illu- 
sion of being binding. But they, too, cannot be true or false. With 
their speech acts, participants in communication relate to something 
in the subjective world or to something in the social world in ways 
that are different from the way in which they relate to something in 
the objective world. That these world-concepts should be used only 
in an analogous sense is shown by these differences in the type of 
reference: objects are identified in a different way than subjective 
experiences (which, in an expressive attitude, I reveal or disguise as 
“in each case mine”), and also in a different way than the norms 
acknowledged in each case “by us” (which, in a norm-conformative 
attitude, we follow or contravene). 

Furthermore, an interpretation of Buhler’s schema of language 
functions from the point of view of a theory of validity leads to the 
assumption that, with a speech act Mp, S relates simultaneously to 
something in the objective world, to something in the subjective 
world, and to something in a shared social world. Every speech act 
as a whole can always be criticized as invalid from three perspectives: 
as untrue with respect to a statement made (or with respect to the 
existential presuppositions underlying the propositional content), as 
untruthful with respect to the expressed intention of the speaker, 
and as not right with respect to the existing normative context (or 
with respect to the legitimacy of the presupposed norms them- 
selves). To be sure, no more than one of these three validity claims 
can be emphasized thematically in an explicit speech act. Finally, it 
is in terms of these thematized validity claims (modified on the basis 
of surface distinctions according to the particular language and 
context in question) that the illocutionary forces are defined; these 
illocutionary forces must be capable of being traced back to three 
basic modes: they belong to the class of either constative, expressive, 
or regulative speech acts. 

Now, if every speech act is thematically linked with some one 
validity claim, then Dummett’s proposal for explicating the meaning 
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of the assertoric sentences employed in constative speech acts can 
be generalized. We understand a speech act when we know what 
makes it acceptable. Of course, this is a matter of objective condi- 
tions of validity that the hearer cannot infer directly from the seman- 
tic content of the expressions used, but only indirectly through the 
epistemic claim that the speaker raises for the validity of his utter- 
ance in performing his illocutionary act. With his validity claim, the 
speaker appeals to a reservoir of potential reasons that could be 
provided in support of it. The reasons interpret the conditions of 
validity, and to this extent they themselves are part of the conditions 
that make an utterance acceptable. In this way, the acceptability 
conditions point to the holistic constitution of natural languages. In 
a language, every individual speech act is connected by way of logi- 
cal-semantic threads to many other potential speech acts, which can 
take on the pragmatic role of reasons. Naturally, depending on the 
structure and content of a speech act, the reasons standing latently 
at the ready and suitable for the discursive vindication of the validity 
claim raised in that speech act will be more or less complex as 
regards type and scope. When the speaker makes an assertion with 
a simple predicative observation sentence in the present indicative, 
the reasons that interpret the truth conditions of the sentence are 
normally easy to survey. By contrast, when a court passes judgment 
on a complicated matter or when a physicist explains a natural event 
with the help of an empirical theory, the evaluation of the validity— 
and thus also the comprehension—of the court verdict or of the scien- 
tific explanation will require knowledge of more demanding kinds 
of reasons. Otherwise we simply do not understand what is said—not 
even if we were to understand the individual words because they 
have occurred frequently prior to this in other sentences. 

We understand a speech act when we know the kinds of reasons 
that a speaker could provide in order to convince a hearer that she 
is entitled in the given circumstances to claim validity for her utter- 
ance. For this reason, knowledge of a language is bound up with 
knowledge of what is actually the case in the (linguistically disclosed) 
world. Perhaps knowledge of the world merely hangs upon a longer 
chain of reasons than knowledge of language. That they cannot be 
separated sharply from one another becomes plausible when one 
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realizes the basic idea of the formal-pragmatic explanation of mean- 
ing (already contained within Bühler’s schema). To understand an 
expression is to know how one can make use of it in order to reach 
understanding with somebody about something. Therefore, it can 
already be discerned from the conditions for understanding linguis- 
tic expressions that the speech acts that can be performed with their 
help have a built-in orientation toward reaching understanding, that 
is, toward a rationally motivated agreement about what is said. One 
simply would not know what it is to understand the meaning of an 
utterance if one did not know that the utterance can and should 
serve to bring about an agreement; moreover, it is part of the con- 
cept of agreement that it “holds” (gilt) for the participants. The 
dimension of validity is thus inherent in language. The orientation 
toward validity claims is part of the pragmatic conditions of possible 
mutual understanding (Verständigung—and of linguistic under- 
standing (Sprachverstehen) itself. 

b. With the concept of a mutual understanding oriented toward 
validity claims, formal pragmatics finds a connection with action 
theory, albeit in a way completely different from the attempt of 
intentionalist semantics to explain processes of reaching under- 
standing using concepts of action theory. A teleological action can 
be described as the realization of a plan of action that is based on 
the actor’s interpretation of the situation. By carrying out a plan of 
action, an actor comes to grips with a situation, whereby the action 
situation constitutes a segment from the environment as interpreted 
by the actor. This segment is constituted in light of possibilities for 
action that the actor regards as relevant with respect to the success 
of her plan. The problem of coordinating action arises with regard 
to interaction between several actors: how can Alter’s plans and 
actions be “linked up” with Ego’s plans and actions? Types of inter- 
action can be distinguished according to the various mechanisms for 
this linking-up. I speak either of “communicative action” or of “stra- 
tegic action,” depending on whether the actions of different actors 
are coordinated by way of “reaching understanding” or “exerting 
influence,” respectively.”! From the perspective of the participants, 
these two mechanisms and their corresponding types of action mu- 
tually exclude one another. Processes of reaching understanding 
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cannot be undertaken with the dual intention of reaching an agree- 
ment about something with a participant in interaction and simulta- 
neously causally exerting some effect on him. From the perspective 
of the participants, an agreement cannot be imposed from without, 
cannot be foisted by one party upon the other— whether instrumen- 
tally, through direct intervention into the action situation, or strate- 
gically, through indirect influence (again, concerned only with one’s 
own success) on the propositional attitudes of the other actor. What- 
ever manifestly comes about through external influence (gratifica- 
ion or threat, suggestion or deception) cannot count 
intersubjectively as an agreement; an intervention of this sort forfeits 
its effectiveness for coordinating action. 

Communicative or strategic action is required when an actor can 
carry out his plans of action only interactively, that is, with the help 
of the actions of another actor (or of his refraining from action). 
Over and above this, communicative action must satisfy certain co- 
operative and communicative conditions: 


a. The participating actors must conduct themselves cooperatively 
and attempt to harmonize their plans with one another (within the 
horizon of a shared lifeworld) on the basis of common (or 
sufficiently overlapping) interpretations of the situation. 


b. The participating actors must be prepared to achieve the indirect 
goals of a common definition of the situation and of action coordi- 
nation in the roles of speakers and hearers by way of processes of 
reaching understanding, that is, by way of the unreserved and sin- 
cere pursuit of illocutionary aims. 


This means specifically that: 


« They pursue their illocutionary aims with the help of speech acts 
in a performative attitude, which demands an orientation toward 
reciprocally raised, criticizable validity claims. 


« In doing this, they make use of the binding and bonding effects 
(Bindungseffekte) of speech-act offers, which come about when the 
speaker, with his validity claim, issues a credible warranty for the 
validity of what is said. 
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e The binding and bonding effect of a comprehensible and ac- 
cepted speech act is carried over to the obligations relevant for the 
sequel of interaction arising out of the semantic content of the 
speech act—whether asymmetrically for the hearer or the speaker, 
or symmetrically for both sides. 


Thus, communicative action distinguishes itself from strategic ac- 
tion through the fact that successful action coordination cannot be 
traced back to the purposive rationality of action orientations but to 
the rationally motivating force of achieving understanding, that is, 
to a rationality that manifests itself in the conditions for a commu- 
nicatively reached agreement. The way in which linguistic processes 
of reaching understanding function as a mechanism for coordinat- 
ing action is that the participants in interaction agree about the 
validity claimed for their speech acts—that is, they recognize criti- 
cizable validity claims intersubjectively. What gives rationally motivat- 
ing force to speech-act offers is, in turn, the structural connection 
between the meaning of an utterance on the one hand, and on the 
other its validity conditions, the validity claim raised for what is said, 
and the reasons that can be mobilized for the discursive vindication 
of this claim. 

Like all action, communicative action is purposive. But here, the 
teleology of the individual action plans and of the operations for 
carrying them out is interrupted by the action-coordinating mecha- 
nism of reaching understanding. Orientations and action processes 
are initially egocentrically geared toward a particular actor, but the 
communicative “switch” by way of illocutionary acts carried out with- 
out reservation places them under the structural constraints of an 
intersubjectively shared language. The telos of reaching under- 
standing inherent in the structures of language compels the commu- 
nicative actors to alter their perspective; this shift in perspective finds 
expression in the necessity of going from the objectivating attitude 
of the success-oriented actor, who seeks to effect something in the 
world, to the performative attitude of a speaker, who seeks to reach 
understanding with a second person about something.’? 

In their standard form, illocutionary acts are carried out using 
performative sentences. For the formation of the predicate expres- 
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sion, these sentences require performative verbs; for the subject 
expression, they require the first person in the present indicative; 
for the position of the direct object, they require the second person. 
This grammatical form of the performative sentence mirrors the 
attitude of a speaker who takes up an interpersonal relation with a 
hearer in order to reach understanding with her about something, 
whereby the speaker is reflexively oriented toward the possibility that 
the hearer may dispute the validity of what is said. Such a performative 
attitude of an actor oriented toward reaching understanding can be 
differentiated conceptually from the objectivating attitude of a suc- 
cess-oriented actor on the basis of the world-relations that each 
permits: with our speech acts, we simultaneously relate, with varying 
thematizations, to something in the objective, the subjective, and the 
social worlds, whereas in acting purposively we intervene solely in 
the objective world. 

If, however, the attitude toward reaching understanding and that 
oriented toward success are not merely to be distinguished from one 
another analytically, but rather correspond to two different types of 
interaction, then from the perspective of the actors themselves they 
must be mutually exclusive. Against this, the objection has been 
raised that (i) any speech act whatsoever can also be strategically 
deployed, and that (ii) simple imperatives, which are not embedded 
in normative contexts, do not express validity claims but rather 
power claims, and therefore fall into the category—paradoxical on 
our account—of illocutionary acts that are carried out with an ori- 
entation toward success. 

i. Whether conventionally regulated or not, perlocutionary ef- 
fects that are striven for openly within the framework of a common 
definition of the situation are of a kind that, mutatis mutandis, could 
also be effected through purposive intervention alone. But such 
nonlinguistically produced effects cannot be described as perlocu- 
tionary effects because the latter are always illocutionarily mediated. 
Admittedly, there is the case of the latently strategic speech act that 
aims at perlocutionary effects that are not conventionally regulated. 
The perlocutionary effects come about only if the speaker does not 
declare his aims to the hearer within the framework of a common 
definition of the situation. Thus, for example, a speaker who wants 
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to persuade his audience of something proceeds in this way, perhaps 
because in the given situation he lacks convincing arguments. Such 
nonpublic perlocutionary effects can be achieved only parasitically, 
namely, on condition that the speaker feigns the intention of unre- 
servedly pursuing his illocutionary aims and leaves the hearer in the 
dark as to his actual violation of the presuppositions of action ori- 
ented toward reaching understanding.?? The latently strategic use of 
language is parasitic because it functions only when at least one party 
assumes that language is being used with an orientation toward 
reaching understanding. Whoever acts strategically in this way 
must violate the sincerity condition of communicative action 
inconspicuously. 

The use of language that is manifestly strategic also has a deriva- 
tive status; in this case, all participants are aware that reaching un- 
derstanding linguistically is subject to conditions of strategic 
action—and therefore remains deficient. They know and reckon 
with the fact that they must supplement the illocutionarily mediated 
perlocutionary effects of their speech acts with empirical effects that 
are triggered purposively. For, in the end they remain dependent on 
indirect communication: only the proverbial shot across the bows is 
able, for example, to demonstrate to an opponent the seriousness of 
a threat. 

This case of the manifestly strategic use of language is to be 
distinguished, in turn, from cases of an indirect communication that 
remains subordinated to the aim of communicative action. In unstruc- 
tured preliminary situations, a common definition of the situation 
is first of all constructed, as, for example, when in an accidental 
meeting in a bar, a young man indirectly gives an attractive young 
woman to understand something. In the same way, the pedagogically 
sensitive teacher instills self-confidence in her pupil by means of 
compliments, so that the pupil learns to take his own ideas seri- 
ously.*4 In cases such as these, in which communicative action has 
first of all to establish its own presuppositions step by step, the 
terminus ad quem is an agreement that is ultimately also communica- 
tively available, and not a perlocutionary effect that would be de- 
stroyed by being admitted or declared. 

ii. I analyze simple or nonauthorized imperatives according to the 
model of the derivative manifestly strategic use of language. The 
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addressee of a command or a request must as a rule be familiar with 
the normative context that authorizes a speaker to make her de- 
mand, and that thereby legitimates her expectation that the ad- 
dressee has reasons to carry out the action demanded. Knowledge 
of success conditions, which can be derived from the propositional 
component “p” of the imperative Ip, is not sufficient in order to 
understand the illocutionary meaning of this speech act, that is, its 
specific character as an imperative. Knowledge of the success condi- 
tions (a) must be augmented by knowledge of those conditions (b) 
under which the speaker has reasons to regard an imperative with 
the content (a) as valid, that is, normatively justified—for example, 
that children in the streets of Lima may beg from visiting foreign- 
ers.” Of course, the speaker may connect a validity claim with Ip only 
so long as she knows her imperative to be secured by some or other 
normative context, be this ever so weak. 

From the perspective of a sociological observer, there is a contin- 
uum between merely de facto habitualized power relations and 
power relations that have been transformed into normative author- 
ity. However, from the perspective of participants in communica- 
tion—so long as their lifeworlds are sufficiently interwoven—it is 
possible to understand all imperatives (against the background of 
such an intersubjectively shared lifeworld) according to the model 
of normatively authorized imperatives. Even strangers who encoun- 
ter one another in foreign lands will, in emergencies, expect from 
each other a readiness to help. Even such weak normative contexts 
are sufficient to authorize a speaker to expect a certain kind of 
behavior, which the hearer can criticize if need be. Only in the 
borderline case of manifestly strategic action does the normative 
validity claim shrivel into a pure power claim based upon a reservoir 
of potential sanctions that is contingent and is no longer convention- 
ally regulated or grammatically readable. The “Hands up!” of a bank 
robber who at pistol point demands of the threatened bank teller 
that she hands over the money demonstrates in a drastic way that 
the conditions of normative validity have been replaced by sanction 
conditions. 

The dissolution of the normative background appears in a symp- 
tomatic way in the “if-then” structure of the threat, which in strategic 
action takes the place of the sincerity or earnestness of the speaker 
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presupposed in the case of communicative action. Imperatives or 
threats that are deployed purely strategically and robbed of their 
normative validity claims are not illocutionary acts—that is, acts with 
a built-in orientation toward reaching understanding—at all. They 
remain parasitic insofar as their comprehensibility must be derived 
from the employment conditions for normatively secured illocution- 
ary acts. 

In latently strategic action, the perlocutionary effects are depend- 
ent upon the illocutionary effects of a use of language that is ori- 
ented toward reaching understanding, however much it may be 
feigned on one side. In manifestly strategic action, illocutionarily 
weakened speech acts, if they are to be comprehensible, continue to 
refer to the meaning they owe to a use of language that is antece- 
dently habitualized and originally oriented toward reaching under- 
standing. 
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Some Further Clarifications of the Concept of 
Communicative Rationality (1996) 


Herbert Schnädelbach has raised a serious objection to my attempt 
to analyze the concept of rationality in terms of the justifiability and 
criticizability of expressions, and to thereby attribute a key role to 
the procedural rationality embodied in argumentative practices. As 
he sees it, one may concede that all rational expressions 


can in principle be defended in response to queries (through linking up 
argumentatively with their linguistic mode of representation); it doesn’t 
follow from this, however, that that with which the argumentation links up 
must itself take the form of argumentation in order for it to be capable of 
being deemed rational; argumentative or discursive rationality (Habermas) 
is simply one component of reason. The fixation on the justificatory model 
of rationality seduces us into regarding everything as irrational so long as it 
is not completely argumentatively or discursively vindicated—which means 
that the field of the irrational would assume just about gigantic proportions. 
Other rational capacities include the capacity for testing reality (Freud), for 
learning from mistakes and errors (Popper), for solving problems in feed- 
back-controlled action contexts (Gehlen), for purposively selecting means 
(Weber)—many other prominent examples could be added to the list; those 
I have mentioned simply cannot be accommodated in a schema of “justifica- 
tion” or of “the discursive vindication of validity claims” (Habermas).! 


Schnädelbach himself understands rationality as a disposition for 
reason on the part of subjects capable of knowledge, speech, and 
action that can be captured descriptively.” What he sets up against 
discursive rationality is not simply a (generically ascribed) rational- 
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ity of the person, identifiable with the help of corresponding 
expressions, but rather the “reflexive character”? of these expres- 
sions. For, of course, what we know, do, and say is rational only if we 
are at least implicitly aware of why our beliefs are true, our actions 
right, and our linguistic utterances valid (or showing promise of 
success from an illocutionary point of view, or effective from a per- 
locutionary one): “[T]he trope of ‘reflexivity’ as the fundamental 
. characteristic of rationality in general, can thus be rendered more 
precise with the help of the self-referential thematization of . . . 
performances in the perspective of the first person singular or plu- 
ral; only she who is capable of saying ‘I’ or ‘we,’ and of thematizing 
what she is or does, and of attributing it to herself, is rational.” With 
this Schnadelbach places himself in the tradition of the philosophy 
of consciousness. Since the linguistic turn, however, we have good 
reasons for following a suggestion of G. H. Mead and explaining the 
self-relation of the knowing, acting, and speaking subject—that is, 
the relation of the first person “to herself”—on the basis of the 
adoption of the perspective of a second person “on me.” Correspond- 
ingly, the reflected self-relation distinguished by Schnadelbach as the 
fundamental characteristic of rationality would be dependent on the 
relationship between participants in argumentation: there would be 
no reflection that could not be reconstructed as an inner discourse. 
The reflexive attitude to one’s own expressions takes place accord- 
ing to the model of the attitude of other participants in argumenta- 
tion to the problematic validity of one’s expressions. Reflection, too, 
is due to a prior dialogical relation and does not float in the vacuum 
of an inwardness constituted free from communication. The discur- 
sive thematization of validity claims, in terms of which the rationality 
of our expressions is measured, and the reflexive character of these 
expressions stand in a complementary relation: they refer to one an- 
other. I do not consider the proposal to reduce rationality to a dispo- 
sition of rational persons promising. 

However, this does not invalidate Schnadelbach’s objection to my 
privileging of the discursive rationality embodied in argumentative 
practices. I will accept Schnadelbach’s point of criticism and, in the 
following, assume that we use the predicate “rational” in the first 
instance to refer to beliefs, actions, and linguistic utterances be- 
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cause, in the propositional structure of knowledge, in the teleologi- 
cal structure of action, and in the communicative structure of 
speech, we come upon various roots of rationality. These do not for 
their part appear to have common roots, at least not in the discursive 
structure of justificatory practices, nor in the reflexive structure of 
the self-relation of a subject participating in discourses. It is more 
probably the case that the structure of discourse establishes an in- 
terrelation among the entwined structures of rationality (the struc- 
tures of knowledge, action, and speech) by, in a sense, bringing 
together the propositional, teleological, and communicative roots. Ac- 
cording to such a model of intermeshed core structures, discursive 
rationality owes its special position not to its foundational but to its 
integrative role. 

If, to begin with, we allow ourselves to be guided by this picture, 
a noteworthy consequence results. Since argumentative practices 
are, so to speak, a reflexive form of communicative action, the 
justificatory rationality embodied in discourse does indeed rest to a 
certain extent on the communicative rationality embodied in every- 
day action; nonetheless, communicative rationality remains on a 
level with epistemic and teleological rationality. Communicative ra- 
tionality does not constitute the overarching structure of rationality 
but rather one of three core structures that are, however, interwoven 
with one another by way of the discursive rationality that emerges 
out of communicative rationality. This picture should not, however, 
be misunderstood in a mentalist way. Just as communicative ration- 
ality may not be equated with linguistically embodied rationality in 
general, epistemic and teleological rationality are not of a prelinguis- 
tic nature. 

I would first of all like to elucidate this complex of rationality 
structures, which I have introduced in an intuitive way, by means of 
some further remarks. I will then explain how various rationality 
structures intermesh within the linguistic medium through refer- 
ence to different modalities of language use and to corresponding 
types of action. Finally, I will deal with the complex relation between 
language and communicative rationality. As an appendix, I will indi- 
cate two implications for a pragmatic theory of meaning that result 
from these considerations. 
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Three Roots of Rationality 


In order to provide a provisional overview, I will discuss the comple- 
mentary relationship between discursive structure and reflection (or 
self-reference as a condition for the rationality of persons), proceed- 
ing then to deal with the rational core structures of knowledge, 
purposive activity, and communication. 


Discursive Rationality and Reflection 


The rationality of a person is proportionate to his expressing himself 
rationally and to his ability to give account for his expressions in a 
reflexive stance. A person expresses himself rationally insofar as he 
is oriented performatively toward validity claims: we say that he not 
only behaves rationally but is himself rational if he can give account 
for his orientation toward validity claims. We also call this kind of 
rationality accountability (Zurechnungsfahigkeit). 

Accountability presupposes a reflected self-relation on the part of 
the person to what she believes, says, and does; this capacity is 
entwined with the rational core structures of knowledge, purposive 
activity, and communication by way of the corresponding self-rela- 
tions. The epistemic self-relation implies a reflexive attitude on the 
part of the knowing subject to her own beliefs and convictions; 
the technical-practical self-relation implies a reflexive attitude on the 
part of the acting subject to his own purposive activity, be it to his 
own instrumental interventions in the objective world or to his 
success-oriented dealings with other subjects encountered as oppo- 
nents in the objective world. (I understand “objective world” as the 
totality of entities concerning which true propositions are possible.) 
The moral-practical self-relation of the communicatively acting actor 
demands a reflexive attitude to her own norm-regulated actions; the 
existential self-relation requires from the actor a reflexive attitude to 
her own life-project in the context of an individual life-history which 
is, of course, interwoven with pregiven collective forms of life. More- 
over, a person’s ability to distance himself in this way in these various 
dimensions from himself and his expressions is a necessary condi- 
tion of his freedom. 
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Freedom is differentiated according to the different self-relations 
of the knowing and acting subject. Reflexive freedom in the sense 
of cognitive openness (Unbefangenheit) requires liberation from the 
egocentric perspective of a participant deeply involved in action 
contexts; this is the freedom we traditionally associate with the theo- 
retical stance. Freedom of choice (Willkürfreiheit) consists in the 
capacity for rationally choosing to act in one way or another, or for 
making a new start in the chain of events. With Kant, we refer to the 
capacity for binding one’s own will on the basis of moral insight as 
freedom of will (Willensfreiheit), or autonomy. Finally, ethical free- 
dom makes possible a deliberate life-project and the stabilization of 
an ego-identity. Certainly, these forms of freedom are dispositions 
that can be ascribed to a person; but the accompanying self-relations 
are due in each case to the adoption and internalization of the 
perspective on me of other participants in argumentation: in the 
epistemic self-relation and in the various practical self-relations I, as 
a first person, adopt the second-person perspective in which inter- 
locutors—that is, other participants in (empirical or theoretical, 
pragmatic, moral, or ethical) discourses—focus on my expressions. 
Thus, in the reflection of the rational person who distances himself 
from himself, the rationality inherent in the structure and in the 
procedure of argumentation is mirrored in a general way. However, it 
becomes clear at the same time that on the integrative level of 
reflection and discourse, the three rationality components—know- 

ing, acting, and speaking—combine, that is, form a syndrome. 


Epistemic Rationality 


Our knowledge is built up from propositions or judgments—those 
elementary units that can be true or false; on account of its propo- 
sitional structure, knowledge is intrinsically of a linguistic nature. 
This structure can be analyzed with the help of propositional sen- 
tences. However, I will not deal here with the semantics of proposi- 
tional sentences or with the pragmatic meaning of acts of reference 
and predication. 

In order to know something in an explicit sense, it is not, of 
course, sufficient merely to be familiar with facts that could be 
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represented in true judgments. We know facts and have a knowledge 
of them at our disposal only when we simultaneously know why the 
corresponding judgments are true. Otherwise we speak of intuitive 
or implicit knowledge—of a “practical” knowledge of how one does 
something. One can know very well how to do something without 
knowing what it is that goes to make up these competencies. By 
contrast, the explicit “knowing what” is bound up implicitly with a 
“knowing why” and insofar points toward potential justifications. 
Whoever believes that he has knowledge at his disposal assumes the 
possibility of a discursive vindication of corresponding truth claims. 
Put differently, it is part of the grammar of the expression “knowing” 
that everything we know can be criticized and justified. 

This does not mean, of course, that rational beliefs or convictions 
always consist of true judgments. Whoever shares views that turn out 
to be untrue is not eo ipso irrational. Someone is irrational if she puts 
forward her beliefs dogmatically, clinging to them although she sees 
that she cannot justify them. In order to qualify a belief as rational, 
it is sufficient that it can be held to be true on the basis of good 
reasons in the relevant context of justification—that is, that it can be 
accepted rationally. In posttraditional societies, or under conditions 
of postmetaphysical thinking, all knowledge—from the stance of a 
third person—is deemed fallible (this, too, is part of the grammar 
of the word “knowing” nowadays), even though in the performative 
stance, that is, from the perspective of a participant, we cannot avoid 
unconditionally regarding the asserted knowledge as true. Despite this 
“Platonic” nature of knowledge, the rationality of a judgment does 
not imply its truth but merely its justified acceptability in a given 
context. , 

Of course, the reflexive character of true judgments would not be 
possible if we could not represent our knowledge, that is, if we could 
not express it in sentences, and if we could not correct it and expand 
it; and this means: if we were not able also to learn from our practical 
dealings with a reality that resists us. To this extent, epistemic ration- 
ality is entwined with action and the use of language.® I speak of an 
epistemic core structure because the propositional structure is de- 
pendent on its embodiment in speech and action: it is not a self 
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supporting structure. It is the linguistic representation of what is 
known, and the confrontation of knowledge with a reality against 
which a justified expectation can shatter, that first make it possible 
to deal with knowledge in a rational way. 

On the one hand, we can deal with our knowledge operatively— 
that is, render it more precise, elaborate it, reconstruct it, systema- 
tize it, test it for consistency and coherence—only if it takes on a 
shape that can be grasped symbolically. (On the reflexive level of 
science, where it is a matter of constructing theories, the necessity 
for organizing knowledge linguistically—as the case may be, using a 
formal language—is striking.) On the other hand, as Peirce and 
pragmatism correctly emphasize, we have to make use of our knowl- 
edge in practices, implementing it in goal-directed actions con- 
trolled in terms of success, in order to be able to learn from negative 
experiences. We learn from disappointments by processing surprises 
by means of abductive judgment, and by revising the knowledge that 
has been rendered problematic. (On the reflexive level of science, 
disappointments of this sort, which are to be processed productively, 
are generated methodically; the relation to action of the falsifying 
evidence—that is, of the disappointments—is revealed, in particular, 
in experimental action.) 


Teleological Rationality 


All action is intentional; an action may be understood as carrying 
out the intention of a freely choosing and deciding actor. Action has 
a teleological structure, for every action-intention aims at the reali- 
zation of a set goal. Once again, the rationality of an action is 
proportionate not to whether the state actually occurring in the 
world as a result of the action coincides with the intended state and 
satisfies the corresponding conditions of success, but rather to 
whether the actor has achieved this result on the basis of the deliber- 
ately selected and implemented means (or, in accurately perceived 
circumstances, could normally have done so). A successful actor has 
acted rationally only if he (i) knows why he was successful (or why 
he could have realized the set goal in normal circumstances) and if 
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(ii) this knowledge motivates the actor (at least in part) in such a 
way that he carries out his action for reasons that can at the same 
time explain its possible success. 

In the simplest case, the considerations that can simultaneously 
justify and motivate a rational action take the form of a practical 
inference. Given certain preferences, A intends in situation S to 
bring about the state p; in given circumstances A regards the imple- 
mentation of the means M as the satisfaction of a necessary—or even 
sufficient—condition in order to bring about p with a certain prob- 
ability; for this reason A carries out the action that deploys the 
selected means. We have seen that knowledge in the strict sense 
requires a reflexive “having” of knowledge that refers to possible 
justifications; correspondingly, purposive-rational action requires a 
reflexive “having”—suitable for possible justifications—of the deci- 
sive action-intention, that is, a calculation of the success of the 
action. Once again, there is a relationship of mutual reference be- 
tween the rationality of the action and the forum of a discourse in 
which an actor’s decisive reasons for making his decision—deter- 
mined ex ante—could be tested. The theory of rational choice deals 
with those aspects of the decision-making problems of acting sub- 
jects, who are guided in an egocentric way by their respective per- 
sonal preferences and expectations of success, that can be used to 
construct models. 

The rationality of purposive activity, too, is entwined with the two 
other core structures of knowledge and speech. For the practical 
considerations by means of which a rational plan of action is carried 
out are dependent on the input of reliable information (about 
expected events in the world, or about the behavior and the inten- 
tions of other actors)—even if, in general, the actors acting in a 
purposive-rational way have to be satisfied with highly incomplete 
information. On the other hand, such information can be processed 
intelligently—that is, referred to decision-making maxims and goals 
that for their part have been selected in light of personal prefer- 
ences—only in the medium of linguistic representation. This is ob- 
vious in the case of the theoretical treatment of complex 
decision-making problems. But elementary action-intentions and 
simple practical inferences, too, are linguistically structured. Just as 
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propositional knowledge is dependent on the use of propositional 
sentences, so too is intentional action essentially dependent on the 
use of intentional sentences. 


Communicative Rationality 


There is a peculiar rationality, inherent not in language as such but 
in the communicative use of linguistic expressions, that can be re- 
duced neither to the epistemic rationality of knowledge (as classical 
truth-conditional semantics supposes) nor to the purposive-rational- 
ity of action (as intentionalist semantics assumes). This communicative 
rationality is expressed in the unifying force of speech oriented to- 
ward reaching understanding, which secures for the participating 
speakers an intersubjectively shared lifeworld, thereby securing at 
the same time the horizon within which everyone can refer to one 
and the same objective world. 

The communicative use of linguistic expressions serves not only 
to give expression to the intentions of a speaker but also to represent 
states of affairs (or to presuppose their existence) and to establish 
interpersonal relations with a second person. Here, the three aspects 
of (a) an actor reaching understanding (b) with someone (c) about 
something are reflected. What the speaker wants to say with an 
expression is connected both with what is literally said in it and with 
the action as which it should be understood. Thus, a threefold 
relation exists between the meaning of a linguistic expression and 
(a) what is intended (gemeint) by it, (b) what is said in it, and (c) the 
way in which it is used in the speech act. With his speech act, the 
speaker pursues his aim of reaching understanding with a hearer 
about something. This illocutionary aim, as we will refer to it, is 
two-tiered: the speech act is first of all supposed to be understood 
by the hearer and then—so far as possible—accepted. The rational- 
ity of the use of language oriented toward reaching understanding 
then depends on whether the speech acts are sufficiently compre- 
hensible and acceptable for the speaker to achieve illocutionary 
success with them (or for him to be able to do so in normal circum- 
stances). Once again, we do not call only valid speech acts rational 
but rather all comprehensible speech acts for which the speaker can 
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take on a credible warranty in the given circumstances to the effect 
that the validity claims raised could, if necessary, be vindicated dis- 
cursively. Thus here, too, there is an internal connection between 
the rationality of a speech act and its possible justification. Only in 
argumentations can the validity claims implicitly raised with a speech 
act be thematized as such and tested with reasons. 

Illocutionary aims may not be described as states that can be 
brought about through interventions in the objective world. For this 
reason, we should not conceive of the illocutionary aims of reaching 
understanding (which are, so to speak, immanent to language) as 
perlocutionary effects that the speaker produces in the hearer with 
her speech act by way of a causal exertion of influence. Here, I would 
like to make three observations. First, the illocutionary aims cannot 
be defined independently of the linguistic means of reaching under- 
standing; as Wittgenstein made clear, the telos of reaching under- 
standing is inherent in the linguistic medium itself. Second, the 
speaker cannot intend her aim as something to be effected causally, 
because the “yes” or “no” of the hearer is a rationally motivated 
position; participants in communication enjoy the freedom of being 
able to say “no.” Finally, speakers and hearers confront one another 
in a performative attitude as first and second persons, not as oppo- 
nents or as objects within the world of entities about which they are 
speaking. In wanting to reach understanding with one another 
about something, their illocutionary aims lie beyond the objective 
world in which they can intervene purposively as observing actors. 
As events that are localizable in time and space, however, speech acts 
are simultaneously part of the objective world in which, like all 
teleological actions, they can also bring things about, that is, they can 
also produce perlocutionary effects. 

The speaker would like the addressee to accept what is said as 
valid; this is decided by the addressee’s “yes” or “no” to the validity 
claim for what is said that the speaker raises with his speech act. 
What makes the speech-act offer acceptable are, ultimately, the rea- 
sons that the speaker could provide in the given context for the 
validity of what is said. The rationality inherent in communication 
thus rests on the internal connection between (a) the conditions 
that make a speech act valid, (b) the claim raised by the speaker that 
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these conditions are satisfied, and (c) the credibility of the warranty 
issued by the speaker to the effect that he could, if necessary, discur- 
sively vindicate the validity claim. 

In order to cover the entire spectrum of possible validity claims, 
it makes sense to start by posing the heuristic question: in what sense 
can speech acts be negated as a whole? In answering this question we 
hit upon precisely three sorts of validity claims: truth claims in 
regard to facts that we assert with reference to objects in the objec- 
tive world; claims to the truthfulness (Wahrhaftigkeit) of utterances 
that make manifest subjective experiences (Erlebnisse) to which the 
speaker has privileged access; and finally, claims to the rightness of 
norms and commands that are recognized in an intersubjectively 
shared social world.? 


Modalities of Language Use 


The illocutionary success of a speech act is proportionate to the 
intersubjective recognition accorded to the validity claim raised with 
it. Here, a communicative situation is presupposed in which the 
participants can take on the respective roles of speaker and hearer 
(and, if need be, the role of a third party present)—that is, can take 
on the roles of the first, second, and third person. This distribution 
of roles, which is built into the logic of the system of personal 
pronouns, is essential for the communicative rationality embodied 
in processes of reaching understanding. We can see this clearly if we 
compare the use of language oriented toward reaching under- 
standing with a use of linguistic expressions that is not geared toward 
communication. Following on from this distinction between the 
communicative and noncommunicative use of language, I will un- 
dertake differentiations in the concept of “reaching understanding” 
(Verständigung) itself. 


The Communicative Use of Language versus the Noncommunicative 
Use 


The epistemic and teleological uses of language are not dependent 
on an interpersonal relationship between speaker and hearer in a 
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communicative situation. Jllocutionary acts—and the validity claims 
connected with them, which have a built-in orientation toward intersub- 
jective recognition—do not play a fundamental role either in the 
epistemic use of language, which serves primarily to represent 
knowledge, or in the calculation of action effects; in these cases, the 
language users are not pursuing illocutionary aims. Although in 
every case language has to be acquired communicatively, the linguis- 
tic expressions can be used monologically in such instances—that is, 
without reference to a second person. That the pragmatic aspects 
are not relevant in the case of the purely epistemic or teleological 
use of language is clear from the structure of the propositional 
sentences and intentional sentences essentially used in each. Unlike, 
for example, questions or imperatives, propositional and intentional 
sentences are not fundamentally tied to addressees; their meaning 
content is independent of the illocutionary acts in which they can 
be embedded—which is why they can be analyzed exhaustively with 
the tools of formal semantics.’° 

One understands epistemically used propositional sentences if 
one knows their truth conditions, that is, if one knows when they are 
true; this is the special case to which the thesis of truth-conditional 
semantics applies. Moreover, it makes sense here to speak of assign- 
ing “truth values” (as is customary in logic), because the assertoric 
force of acts of assertion is not intrinsically connected with such 
monologically employed sentences. For purposes of pure repre- 
sentation we abstract from how the propositional sentence is embed- 
ded in a speech act; in other words, we disregard the possible 
communicative situation in which a speaker would assert the propo- 
sition “p” with the aim of finding agreement with an addressee.!! An 
epistemically used propositional sentence serves to represent a state 
of affairs or a fact. For the purpose of this sort of representation, it is 
sufficient if the author gives (whomever) to understand that he is 
considering “p” or holds it to be true. By contrast, with the assertion 
of a fact, a communicating speaker would not merely wish to have 
an addressee know that he himself holds “p” to be true; rather, he 
would pursue the illocutionary aim of having the other acknowledge 
that “p” is true. 
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It is a similar matter with intentional sentences used for planning 
action monologically. One understands intentional sentences that 
structure purposive activities if one knows the conditions of success, 
that is, if one knows under which circumstances they are made true. 
Conditions of success are truth conditions that are interpreted in an 
actor-relative way. As in the case of epistemically used propositional 
sentences, the relation of the sentences to something in the objective 
world—that is, knowledge of the state of affairs and direction of 
fit—is sufficient for understanding such pragmatically used inten- 
tional sentences. An illocutionary force is not already connected 
with these per se; they acquire this force only when the actor an- 
nounces her intentions in a communicative situation, that is, when 
the actor utters her intentions with the illocutionary aim of having 
others take them seriously and count on their being carried out. 

However, the noncommunicative use of language for purposes of 
pure representation or for a plan of action played through mentally 
is due to a feat of abstraction that merely suspends the reference— 
which is always present virtually—of propositions to truth, or of inten- 
tions to the seriousness of what is resolved. This is evident as soon 
as representations or plans of action are called into question. When 
this happens, the author is expected to justify to others discursively 
what she has considered monologically—that is, in the public forum 
of argumentation. Certainly, such argumentations, too, can be con- 
ducted in foro interno, similar to the manner in which we can direct 
imperatives to ourselves. However, arguments and imperatives are by 
their very nature pragmatic and for this reason, unlike propositional 
and intentional sentences, can be internalized only together with the 
interpersonal relations that are inherent to their meaning. Proposi- 
tions and intentions can be divested of the illocutionary meaning of 
acts of asserting and announcing without losing their meaning, 
whereas even in foro interno an imperative without an illocutionary 
component would no longer be an imperative (for even here, I, in 
the role of the first person, direct an imperative to myself as a fictive 
second person). Communicative rationality is first embodied only in 
a process of reaching understanding that operates by way of validity 
claims whenever speaker and hearer, in a performative attitude di- 
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rected to second persons, (want to) reach understanding with one 
another about something in the world. The difference between this 
and the noncommunicative use of language results from the addi- 
tion of a validity claim with which the speaker confronts a hearer. Here, 
his illocutionary aim does not consist in letting the addressee know 
his double intention, namely, that he (intention) holds “p” to be 
true (or would like to bring about “p”) and that he wishes her to 
know this (intention); rather, he wishes to communicate the fact (or 
the intention) “p” to the addressee in such a way that she herself is 
convinced “that p” (or takes seriously the speaker’s intention “to 
bring about p”). The illocutionary meaning of an utterance is not 
that the hearer should take note of S’s belief (or intention) but 
rather that she should come to hold the same view as S (or that she 
should take seriously Ss announcement). For S to achieve his illocu- 
tionary aim, it is not sufficient for H to know the truth conditions 
(or the success conditions) of “p,” H is also supposed to understand 
the illocutionary meaning of assertions (or declarations of inten- 
tion) and, so far as possible, accept the corresponding validity 
claims. 

In the case of an assertion, the speaker raises a truth claim for 
what is said. The hearer will take an affirmative position on this (no 
matter how implicitly) only if he holds what is said to be justified or, 
at least, regards the speaker’s warranty as credible to the effect that 
she could, if necessary, convince the hearer of the asserted fact on 
the basis of good reasons. In the case of the validity claim raised with 
a declaration of intention, the hearer will take seriously the an- 
nounced intention if he is convinced that the speaker means what 
she says and has good reasons for wanting to make her an- 
nouncement true: he presumes that the utterance is serious if he 
holds S’s intention to be justified (from her point of view). 


The Use of Language Oriented toward Agreement versus the Use 
of Language Oriented toward Reaching Understanding 


Now, of course, it makes a difference whether agreement (Linver- 
ständnis) concerning a fact exists between participants or whether 
they both merely reach an understanding (sich verstandigen) with one 
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another concerning the seriousness of the speaker’s intention. Agree- 
ment in the strict sense is achieved only if the participants are able 
to accept a validity claim for the same reasons, while mutual under- 
standing (Verständigung) can also come about when one participant 
sees that the other, in light of her preferences, has good reasons in 
the given circumstances for her declared intention—that is, reasons 
that are good for her—without having to make these reasons his own 
in light of his preferences. Actor-independent reasons permit a 
stronger mode of reaching understanding than actor-relative rea- 
sons. In the following, I will compare (i) declarations of intention 
and simple imperatives with (ii) promises, declaratives, and com- 
mands in order to make a differentiation within the communicative 
use of language between a “weak” and a “strong” mode of reaching 
understanding. 

i. As we have seen, the validity claim raised with an act of assertion 
for a proposition “p” achieves intersubjective recognition only if all 
participants are convinced “that p” for the same reasons. So long as 
the speaker and addressee accept the proposition “p” as true for 
different reasons respectively, and both know with regard to the 
other that these reasons constitute good reasons only for the one or 
the other of them, the truth claim raised for “p,” which is dependent 
on intersubjective recognition, is not accepted as such. Since a discur- 
sive competition for the better argument has, for conceptual reasons, 
agreement and not compromise as its goal, the discursive vindication 
of the validity claim is left open until actor-zndependent reasons make 
the contested truth claim rationally acceptable in principle for all 
participants. It is a different matter with the one-sided an- 
nouncement of an action based on arbitrary free choice (“T will leave 
tomorrow”) or with simple imperatives (“Sit down”). Although these 
utterances are, without doubt, illocutionary acts, it would be coun- 
terintuitive to suppose that a speaker wishes to bring about any kind 
of “consensus” with them. The speaker cannot reckon with agree- 
ment for one-sided expressions of will. Nonetheless in such cases, 
too, it is permissible to speak in a weaker sense of “mutual under- 
standing” between participants. For here, too, validity claims are 
involved that one participant raises and the other can accept or 
reject. 
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In the case of announcements or declarations of intention, the 
actor can gain assent by showing the intended action to be one that 
is rational in light of his preferences (in the given circumstances and 
with the given means). For this sort of mutual understanding, tele- 
ological rationality takes on a mediating role. In such cases, the 
hearer has good reasons for taking the announcement seriously, 
even if she does not adopt as her own the reasons for the declared 
intention. In general, one understands the propositional content of 
an announcement if one knows the conditions of success for “p”; 
however, one understands its illocutionary meaning only if one 
knows why one should take the declared intention seriously as an 
announcement, that is, why one should count on its being carried 
out. Certainly, a hearer, in a given case, may accept the an- 
nouncement as an utterance to be taken seriously for the same 
reasons as the actor; however, it is assumed that these are acior-relative 
reasons that show the announced action to be rational for the actor 
from his point of view—and therefore, from the point of view of the 
addressee, likely to be carried out. There can be no question of 
“agreement” here because the reasons supporting the sincerity of 
the actor’s intention can qualify as good reasons only according to 
premises that are valid for the actor but not for his addressee. We 
might call such reasons—to distinguish them from generally accept- 
able reasons—“publicly intelligible” reasons. What are good reasons 
for the actor to intend to carry out an action are good reasons for 
the addressee not to doubt his intention. 

It is a different matter again—though in effect, similar—with im- 
peratives. There is no noncommunicative use of imperative sen- 
tences, for imperatives are intrinsically of a pragmatic nature. Their 
illocutionary meaning consists in the fact that the speaker wants to 
motivate an addressee—that is, another person—to bring about “p.” 
One understands the propositional content of an imperative if one 
knows the conditions of success for the corresponding action; in 
order to understand its illocutionary meaning, however, one has to 
know (as in the case of declarations of intention) why the speaker 
sincerely means what she says and, over and above this, why she 
believes she may expect the addressee to comply with her imperative. 
An imperative is rational only if (apart from its viability) the actor 
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has good reasons for supposing that the addressee has reasons not 
to oppose her imperative. These additional reasons, too, are actor- 
relative: in this case, ones that the speaker (possibly wrongly) attrib- 
utes to the addressee as good reasons for him; the speaker assumes 
the availability either of sanctions, should the desired action fail to 
be carried out, or of rewards, if it is carried out. As with declarations 
of intention, in the case of imperative acts, too, the rationally expect- 
able action consequences count as part of the actor-relative reasons 
that speak for the rationality of such utterances (although now they 
are assessed positively or negatively from the point of view of the 
hearer). 

Announcements and imperatives do not aim at agreement (in the 
strict sense). Nonetheless, they move within the horizon of a mutual 
understanding based on validity claims and thus still within the 
domain of communicative rationality. It is true that the acceptability 
of the validity claims is mediated via the purposive rationality that 
the resolve or the decision has for the actor whose attitude is success 
oriented; however, their illocutionary success is in turn measured in 
terms of claims to truth and truthfulness even if this is only with 
reference to the preferences of the speaker (or in connection with 
the preferences attributed by the speaker to the hearer). The hearer 
assumes that the speaker means what she says and holds it to be true. 
For this reason, declarations of intention and imperatives charac- 
teristically can be challenged under the two aspects of truthfulness 
(compare 1’ and 2’) and the accuracy or truth of existential presup- 
positions (compare 1” and 2”). 


(1) I will sign the contract tomorrow in Tokyo. 
(1’) You are pulling my leg. 


(1”) You couldn’t possibly be in Tokyo by tomorrow (due to the 
time difference). 


(2) Give me the money I need now. 


(2’) You aren’t basically looking for money at all but for some- 
thing quite different (namely affection). 


(2”) I couldn’t get that amount of money together so quickly. 
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ii. Of course, the mode of language use would have to change as 
soon as the truth of the assertions presupposed with such an- 
nouncements or imperatives is itself thematized. Such a change in 
topic would necessitate transition to an orientation toward an 
“agreement” that goes beyond mere “reaching understanding.” Such 
a switch from the use of language oriented toward reaching under- 
standing to one oriented toward agreement may also be illustrated 
in a different way with the help of the examples given, for in each 
case there is a further possible way in which it can be negated. 


(1””) You lack the good will necessary to take on such a strenu- 
ous commitment. 


(1””) You don’t have the legal authority for that. 
(2””) No, I don’t owe you anything. 


Here, however, the speech acts are presumed to have a different 
illocutionary meaning. For, now, the negation of (1) and (2) refers 
to normative validity claims that come into play only when intentional 
and imperative sentences are “embedded” in normative contexts 
and are “authorized” by a normative background. The an- 
nouncement of the signing of the contract could be a commissive 
speech act—for instance, a promise with which the actor commits 
herself to something—or else a declarative speech act, with which 
the speaker discharges an institutional task (for example, the duty 
of a representative of the Board to inform the public). The impera- 
tive to hand over the money could imply a friend’s request, a supe- 
rior’s command, a creditor’s demand, and so forth. 

Through backing of this kind, declarations of intention and im- 
peratives are transformed into normatively authorized expressions of 
will such as promises, declarations, and commands. With this, the 
illocutionary meaning and validity basis of the utterances change. 
Normative reasons do not determine the prudential assessments of 
arbitrarily choosing decisionmaking subjects; they determine rather 
the decisions of subjects who bind their wills and are thus able to enter 
into obligations. In contrast to the case of “naked” declarations of 
intentions and “simple” imperatives, normative reasons are not 
actor-relative reasons for one’s own (or another’s) purposive-rational 
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behavior but—as in the case of assertions—actor-independent rea- 
sons; however, unlike the reasons for assertions, they are not reasons 
for the existence of states of affairs but rather for the satisfaction of 
normatively binding expectations. Connected with regulative speech 
acts such as promises, declarations, and commands is a validity claim 
that has a built-in orientation toward vindication in practical dis- 
courses. In order to understand the illocutionary meaning of this 
sort of speech act, one has to know the normative context that 
explains why an actor feels authorized or obliged to perform a 
certain action or why, as far as the addressee is concerned, she may 
reckon with his compliance with the imperative. Insofar as the par- 
ticipants intersubjectively recognize a normative background (for 
example, within the framework of a shared lifeworld), they can 
accept regulative speech acts as valid for the same reasons. 

In contrast to an epistemically achieved consensus, however, this 
normative background should be understood less as a result than as 
a point of departure. In the case of regulative speech acts, the 
presupposed normative background agreement serves as a reservoir 
for shared reasons, whereas in the case of constative speech acts, the 
reasons themselves serve as a vehicle for achieving a rationally 
motivated agreement. At any rate, this is how it is with a value 
consensus existing within the horizon of traditions handed down in 
a quasi-natural way. However, a certain analogy with an achieved 
epistemic agreement is established on the posttraditional level of 
justification where a consensus of the above kind can no longer be 
taken for granted, with the result that the justifying norms them- 
selves require justification. (At this point, I would like simply to 
mention that what we normally deal with under the heading “prac- 
tical reason” is not an elementary phenomenon but rather goes 
back to an entwinement—effected within the framework of social 
interactions—of epistemic and teleological rationality with commu- 
nicative rationality.) 


Communicative versus Strategic Action 


I have compared “naked” or “simple” announcements and impera- 
tives with normatively embedded ones in order to undertake a dif- 
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ferentiation within the dimension of reaching understanding and to 
cast light on two kinds of communicative language use. We now have 
to see how this distinction affects the function of action coordina- 
tion. Up to now we have considered only speech acts, that is, linguis- 
tic expressions, including the aspect from which they themselves 
represent actions. However, the communicative rationality embod- 
ied in illocutionary acts extends beyond verbal utterances to social 
actions or interactions as well. (A special class of these—normatively 
regulated social actions—has already been looked at anyhow in con- 
nection with the illocutionary forces of regulative speech acts.) With 
Max Weber, we can define social actions generally as actions whereby 
actors, in pursuing their personal plans of action, are also guided by 
the expected action of others. We will speak of communicative action 
where actors coordinate their plans of action with one another by 
way of linguistic processes of reaching understanding, that is, in such 
a way that they draw on the illocutionary binding and bonding 
powers (Bindungskrafte) of speech acts for this coordination. In stra- 
tegic action, this potential for communicative rationality remains 
unexploited, even where the interactions are linguistically mediated. 
Because the participants in strategic action coordinate their plans of 
action with one another by way of a reciprocal exertion of influence, 
language is used not communicatively, in the sense elucidated, but 
with an orientation toward consequences. For analysis of the latter use of 
language, so-called perlocutions provide a suitable key. 


Two Sorts of Communicative Action 


I will speak of communicative action in a weak sense whenever reach- 
ing understanding applies to facts and to actor-relative reasons for 
one-sided expressions of will; I will speak of communicative action 
in a strong sense as soon as reaching understanding extends to the 
normative reasons for the selection of the goals themselves. In the 
latter case, the participants refer to intersubjectively shared value 
orientations that—going beyond their personal preferences—bind 
their wills. In weak communicative action the actors are oriented 
solely toward claims to truth and truthfulness; in strong communi- 
cative action they are oriented toward intersubjectively recognized 
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rightness claims as well; in the case of strong communicative action, 
not just arbitrary freedom of choice but autonomy in the sense of 
the capacity to bind one’s will on the basis of normative insights is 
presupposed. l 

In the case of both of the examples considered of expressions of 
will that are not embedded normatively, intentional and imperative 
sentences are already being used communicatively, that is, with the 
illocutionary aim of bringing the hearer to a rationally motivated 
agreement. In such cases, however, the actors, who are oriented 
toward success, can coordinate their plans only if one of them ac- 
cepts the seriousness of the intentions or imperatives uttered by the 
other (as well as the truth of the beliefs implied by them). Two 
validity claims are involved: the sincerity of the resolve or the deci- 
sion, and the truth of what is believed. On this level, reaching 
understanding does not yet extend to normative validity claims. 
Characteristic for action coordination in the weak sense of an orien- 
tation toward reaching understanding is the limited nature of the 
agreement, which cannot be reached with regard to the motivating 
intentions and preferences themselves, but merely with regard to 
their purposive rationality. In this respect, reaching understanding 
here means merely that the hearer understands the content of the 
declaration of intention or imperative and does not doubt its seri- 
ousness (and viability). The basis for the mutual understanding ef- 
fective in action coordination is solely the acceptance of the claim 
to truthfulness raised for a declaration of intention or for an impera- 
tive, to which the discernible rationality of the resolve or of the 
decision attests. 

This common basis restricts the free choice of the actors acting 
communicatively in an attitude oriented toward success only insofar 
as they expect each other to renounce all intentions to deceive 
(which are permissible in strategic action). In weak communicative 
action the actors do not as yet expect each other to be guided by 
common norms or values and to recognize reciprocal obligations. I 
will speak of strong communicative action only when an illocutionary 
act can be criticized with regard to all three validity claims, regardless 
of whether the normative validity claim is raised explicitly, as in 
regulative speech acts (commands, promises), or remains unthema- 
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tized. Even assertions and confessions, with which explicit claims to 
truth and truthfulness are raised, can be criticized with respect to 
the normative context of the utterance as “out of place,” “brazen,” 
“embarrassing,” and so on—in short, as normatively inappropriate. 
In such cases, they violate the legitimately regulated interpersonal 
relationships of a social world to which the participants in commu- 
nication belong. 

From normative contexts such as these, regulative speech acts 
derive the conditions under which the speaker may regard himself 
as authorized for directives, commands, imperatives, advice, re- 
quests, promises, contracts, negotiations, announcements, and so 
forth. To this extent rightness claims, with which illocutionary acts 
of this sort are connected, rely on something in a social world in a 
manner analogous to the way in which the truth claims connected 
with constative speech acts rely on something in the objective world 
(even if norms are “controversial” in a different way than facts and 
are by no means independent of the acting subjects in the same way 
as the entities to which we refer when we state facts about them). At 
any rate, under conditions of postmetaphysical thinking, claims to 
the normative rightness of utterances—like truth claims—may be 
discursively vindicated, which means on the basis of reasons that are 
the same reasons for all members of the social world in question. The 
aim in such cases is a normative agreement; unlike a mutual under- 
standing concerning the seriousness (and viability) of resolutions 
and decisions, such a normative agreement extends not only to the 
actorrelative premises of the pursuit of action goals selected on the 
basis of arbitrary free choice, but also to the actor-independent 
mode of selecting legitimate goals. In strong communicative action, 
the participants presume not only that they are guided by facts and 
say what they hold to be true and what they mean, but also that they 
pursue their action plans only within the boundaries of norms and 
values deemed to be valid. 

Underlying communicative action in the weak sense is the presup- 
position of an objective world that is the same for all; in strong 
communicative action the participants over and above this count on 
a social world that is shared by them intersubjectively. Certainly, 
agreement is reckoned with in the case of assertoric statements just 
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as much as it is in the case of normative statements; statements of 
fact and “ought” sentences have to be capable of being made intel- 
ligible for all participants for the same reasons. However, a cognitive 
agreement about facts requires the participants in communication 
only to take these agreed-upon facts into consideration in the sub- 
sequent course of their interaction. In contrast to a normative agree- 
ment, a cognitive agreement does not affect the way in which the 
actors select and pursue their action goals; it does not affect whether 
they are guided exclusively by their personal preferences or whether 
they are also guided by binding norms (and values held in esteem 
by all members). Whereas in weak communicative action only con- 
stative speech acts and normatively nonauthorized expressions of 
will come into play, strong communicative action demands a use of 
language that also refers to something in a social world. Incidentally, 
this also holds for those expressive speech acts that—unlike declara- 
tions of intention and imperatives—do not refer to (future) actions, 
for example, expressions of feeling. 


Perlocutions, the Use of Language Oriented toward Consequences, 
and Strategic Action 


Communicative rationality is embodied in language games in which 
the participants take a position on criticizable validity claims. In the 
“weak” forms of the communicative use of language and communi- 
cative action, communicative rationality is entwined with the pur- 
posive rationality of actors in an attitude oriented toward 
success—although still in such a way that the illocutionary aims 
dominate the “perlocutionary” effects that in certain circumstances 
may be striven for as well. “Perlocutionary” is, of course, the name 
we give to the effects of speech acts that, if need be, can also be 
brought about causally by nonlinguistic actions. In the following, I 
am interested in (i) those speech acts and (ii) those interactions in 
which the relationship of dependency normally existing between 
illocutionary and perlocutionary aims and effects is reversed. In 
such cases, communicative rationality retreats, leaving gaps that con- 
stitute a kind of contrast or foil for the peculiar binding and bonding 
power of illocutionary acts. 
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i. I would like to begin by distinguishing three classes of perlocu- 
tionary effects. Perlocutionary effects result grammatically from the 
content of a successful illocutionary act—as when a valid command 
is executed, a promise is kept, a declared intention is realized, or 
when assertions and confessions consistently fit with the subsequent 
course of the interaction. Here, the illocutionary aims rule the per- 
locutionary ones. By contrast, perlocutionary effects are grammati- 
cally nonregulated, that is, contingent, consequences of a speech act 
that, however, occur only as a result of an illocutionary success—as 
when a piece of news, depending on the context, delights or startles 
the receiver, or when an imperative encounters resistance, a confes- 
sion awakens doubt, and so forth. Finally, perlocutionary effectss can 
be achieved only in a manner that is inconspicuous as far as the 
addressee is concerned; the success of this kind of strategic action—a 
kind that remains latent for the other party—is also dependent on 
the manifest success of an illocutionary act. 

The so-called perlocutions constitute a special case that is interest- 
ing for analytic purposes. These, too, require successful illocutionary 
acts as their vehicle; however, in the case of perlocutions, even the 
apparent dominance of the illocutionary aim—still necessary for the 
last class of perlocutionary effect I mentioned—disappears.!? 

The illocutionary act of asserting 


(3) You are behaving like a swine. 


takes on a different meaning in light of the openly pursued perlocu- 
tionary aim of offending the hearer, for then the assertion counts as 
slander, or as a reproach, or as an insult. In a similar way, any 
illocutionary act whatsoever can, according to the context, count as 
an expression of mockery or derision because the literally expressed 
illocutionary meaning is blotted out and reinterpreted by the set 
perlocutionary aim of showing up the addressee (or by the already 
occurring effect of this). 

Threats represent a special sort of perlocution. The illocutionary 
act ofannouncing a conditional negative sanction acquires the sense 
of a threat through the explicit reference to the intended perlocu- 
tionary effectg of deterring the addressee. Its perlocutionary mean- 
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ing as a deterrent overshadows its illocutionary meaning as an an- 
nouncement. For this reason, a threat such as 


(4) If you don’t give Peter the money I'll inform your superior 
that... 


may be challenged not only as a literally meant “naked” an- 
nouncement from the two points of view of the lack of truthfulness 
of the declaration of intention and the lack of truth of the existential 
presupposition; it can also be challenged with respect to the contex- 
tual conditions of the intended perlocutionary effectg. (4) may be 
negated not only with the help of the validity claims expressly raised 
with this illocutionary act, as in 


(4’) You don’t really mean what you are saying. 
(4”) You don’t have anything you can use against me. 


In addition, the context presupposed by the speaker, within which 
(4) first becomes a threat for a specific addressee, can also be con- 
tested: 


(4””) You can’t threaten me with that—he has already known it 
for a long time. 


In such a case the speech act is not strictly speaking contested; rather 
it is simply explained why the intended effect will not occur and why 
the perlocution remains ineffective. Only illocutionary acts that can 
be valid or invalid may be contested. 

(However, perlocutions of this kind can be re-embedded in a 
normative context in a secondary way because, of course, the con- 
demnation of misdemeanors in a moral or a legal sense appeals to 
a normative background consensus and to this extent, despite its 
pejorative connotation, is directed toward agreement. For this rea- 
son, such normatively embedded reproaches—unlike actions that do 
not really aim to say anything but, in saying something, aim to offend 
someone—can be rejected on the basis of reasons. Something simi- 
lar to what holds for moral reproaches, condemnations, and so on 
also holds, for example, for legal threats of punishment, due to the 
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legitimating background consensus about the norms of punishment 
themselves, the threatened punishment is regarded as a conse- 
quence of a legal system for which agreement is presupposed). 

ii. In strategic action contexts, language functions in general ac- 
cording to the pattern of perlocutions. Here, linguistic communica- 
tion is subordinated to the prerequisites of purposive-rational action. 
Strategic interactions are determined by the decisions of actors in 
an attitude oriented toward success who reciprocally observe one an- 
other. They confront one another under conditions of double con- 
tingency as opponents who, in the interest of their personal plans of 
action, exert influence on one another (normally on the propositional 
attitudes of the other). They suspend the performative attitudes of 
participants in communication insofar as they take on the participat- 
ing speaker and hearer roles from the perspective of third persons. 
From the latter vantage point, illocutionary aims are now relevant 
only as conditions for perlocutionary effects. Thus, unlike in the 
communicative use of language, strategically acting subjects who 
communicate with one another do not pursue their illocutionary 
aims unreservedly. 

With this, even the narrow basis of reciprocally assumed truthful- 
ness now disappears: all speech acts are robbed of their illocutionary 
binding and bonding power. Not only—as in weak communicative 
action—are the shared normative contexts and the corresponding 
claims to normative rightness lacking here; even the claims to truth 
and truthfulness raised with nonregulative speech acts are no longer 
aimed directly at the rational motivation of the hearer but at getting 
the addressee to draw his conclusions from what the speaker indirectly 
gives him to understand. Naturally, this is possible only if the partici- 
pants understand one another, that is, if they feed parasitically on a 
common linguistic knowledge (that they have learned in contexts of 
communicative action). Because the presuppositions of communica- 
tive action are suspended, however, they now make use of this com- 
petence only indirectly to give each other to understand what they 
believe or want. Certainly, strategically acting subjects presume of 
each other that, insofar as they make decisions rationally, they base 
their decisions on beliefs that they themselves hold to be true. How- 
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ever, the truth values that guide each of them from the point of view 
of their respective personal preferences and goals are not trans- 
formed into truth claims, which have a built-in orientation toward 
intersubjective recognition, and which they therefore raise publicly, 
with a claim to discursive vindication. (We are familiar with this form 
of indirect communication from diplomatic intercourse between 
mutually mistrustful parties or from military contexts: in the Cuban 
missile crisis, for example, the proverbial shot across the bows [of 
the Russian ships] had to replace the missing illocutionary force of 
the verbal announcement with a signal from which the opponent 
could infer the seriousness of American intentions.) 


Communicative Rationality and Linguistic World-Disclosure 


A glance at the results of our reflections so far shows that the 
relationship between communicative rationality and language 
should not be construed over-eagerly. Not every use of language is 
communicative (see the first entry in the following schema) and not 
every linguistic communication serves to reach understanding on 
the basis of intersubjectively recognized validity claims (see the last 
line of the schema): 


Exemplary types Modes of language use 


Propositional and intentional Noncommunicative 
sentences used “mentally” 

(“pure” representation and 

“monological” action planning) 


Normatively nonembedded ex- Oriented toward reaching 
pressions of will understanding (Verständigung) 
Completely illocutionary acts Oriented toward agreement 
(expressive, normative, consta- (Einverständnis) 

tive) 

Perlocutions Oriented toward consequences 


(indirect mutual 
understanding— Verständigung) 
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The modalities of language use specify, in connection with various 
actor’s attitudes, four different types of linguistically structured ac- 
tion of which, however, only two embody communicative rationality 
(see the second and third entries in the following schema). 


Types of action /actor’s 


Modes of language | attitude 
use Objectivating Performative 
Nonsocial Intentional — 
action Noncommunicative | action 
Oriented toward — Weak 
reaching communicative 
understanding action 
( Verständigung) 
Social 
interactions | Oriented toward — Strong 
agreement communicative 
(Einverständnis) action 
Oriented toward Strategic — 
consequences interactions 


Clearly, the linguistic medium extends further than communica- 
tive rationality. With the epistemic rationality of knowledge, the 
teleological rationality of action, and the communicative rationality 
of reaching understanding we have become acquainted with three 
autonomous aspects of rationality that are interwoven by way of the 
common medium of language. Furthermore, these core structures are 
internally related to discursive practices (and, as Schnädelbach cor- 
rectly emphasizes, to a corresponding reflexivity of the consciously 
conducted life of persons). Their relation to the level of argumen- 
tation and reflection is as corroborative authorities. But what does 
language as such have to do with the rationality of beliefs, actions, 
communicative utterances, and persons? 

A first indication is derived from the fact that these expressions 
are embedded in the context of a lifeworld that is in turn linguisti- 
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cally constituted. We speak of “rationalization” not only (like Freud) 
in the sense of a retrospective justification of wishes and actions but 
(like Weber) with respect to the life-conduct of persons and the 
forms of life of collectives. Such forms of life consist of practices and 
a web of traditions, institutions, customs, and competencies that may 
be called “rational” to the degree that they are conducive to the 
solution of problems that arise. To this extent, although forms of life 
qualify as candidates for the term “rational,” they do so only in the 
indirect sense that they constitute the more or less “congenial” back- 
ground for establishing discursive procedures and for developing 
reflexive capacities. In this way, they can promote capacities for 
problemsolving that for their part enable rational beliefs, actions, 
and communication. 

With its categorial organization and grammatical prestructuring 
of the background consensus of the lifeworld, language makes a 
contribution to this enabling of rational behavior. In reaching under- 
standing with one another about something in the objective world, 
communicative actors always already operate within the horizon of 
their lifeworld. No matter how high they climb, the horizon retreats 
before them, with the result that they can never bring the lifeworld 
as a whole before them—as is possible with the objective world—and 
survey it as a whole. It is no coincidence that this Being-in-the-World, 
as analyzed by Heidegger, can be illustrated by the strange semitran- 
scendence of a language that, although we can use it as a means of 
communication, is nonetheless never at our disposal: we always op- 
erate through the medium of language and can never perfor- 
matively—so long as we speak—objectify it as a whole. In this way, 
the lifeworld, which is itself articulated in the medium of language, 
opens up for its members an interpretive horizon for everything that 
they experience in the world, about which they reach under- 
standing, and from which they can learn. 

We have presumed up to now that language has a structure-form- 
ing power with regard to beliefs, actions, and communicative utter- 
ances. However, such a global reference to “language” conceals the 
genuine contribution that language makes with its world-disclos- 
ing productivity.!? Certainly, the epistemic core structure of the 
proposition is part of the logical semantics of natural languages. The 
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propositional attitudes of the competent speaker constitute the 
structural core of rational action. Moreover, communicative ration- 
ality is expressed in practices of speech that, with their dialogue roles 
and communicative presuppositions, are geared toward the illocu- 
tionary aim of intersubjective recognition of validity claims. The 
various aspects of rationality analyzed in the foregoing are reflected in 
linguistic structures. However, this entire rationality complex, on 
which a society’s capacities for interpretation and learning in all its 
dimensions depend, obviously does not, as it were, stand on its own 
two feet but rather needs a lifeworld background whose substance is 
articulated in the medium of language: a lifeworld background that 
forms more or less suitable contexts, and provides resources, for 
attempts to reach understanding and to solve problems. 

The question of the sense in which forms of life can be “rational” 
directs attention to the circular process that takes place between, on 
the one hand, the linguistically prior interpretive knowledge that 
discloses the world for a linguistic community in a more or less 
productive way and, on the other hand, the more or less innovative 
innerworldly learning processes that are made possible by means of 
this, through which knowledge of the world is acquired and ex- 
panded, and impetus is given for revision of the antecedent inter- 
pretive knowledge. Here we should distinguish three levels: the level 
of linguistic articulation of the lifeworld background, the level of 
practices of reaching understanding within such an intersubjectively 
shared lifeworld, and the level of the objective world, formally pre- 
supposed by the participants in communication, as the totality of 
entities about which something is said. The interaction between 
world-disclosure and innerworldly learning processes—an interac- 
tion that expands knowledge and alters meanings—takes place on 
the middle level where, within the horizon of their lifeworld, com- 
municatively acting subjects reach understanding with one another 
about something in the world. 

The world-disclosing function of language allows us to see every- 
thing that we encounter in the world not merely from the point of 
view of specific aspects and relevant properties but also as elements 
of a whole, as parts of a categorially organized totality. Although it 
does have a relation to rationality, it itself is, in a certain sense, 
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a-rational. This does not mean that it is irrational. Even a linguisti- 
cally creative renewal of our view of the world as a whole that allows 
us to see old problems in a completely new light does not fall out of 
the blue—it is no “Destining of Being” (Seinsgeschick). For world- 
disclosing interpretive knowledge must continuously prove its truth; 
it must put acting subjects in a position to come to grips with what 
happens to them in the world, and to learn from mistakes. On the 
other hand, the retrospectively produced revisions of this world- 
interpreting linguistic knowledge are just as little an automatic result 
of successful problemsolving. It is more a matter of stimulating the 
linguistic imagination—Peirce spoke of abductive fantasy—through 
failed attempts to solve problems and faltering learning processes. 
The world-disclosing power of language is neither rational nor 
irrational; as an enabling condition for rational behavior it is itself 
a-rational. Throughout the history of philosophy this a-rational char- 
acter has repeatedly failed to be recognized. At any rate, philosophi- 
cal idealism from Plato through Kant to Heidegger has always 
discerned Logos at work in the totalizing power of the substantive 
linguistic interpretation of the world. Philosophical idealism singled 
out this “reason” (Vernunft) as the capacity for knowledge of the 
totality and accorded it an overriding importance vis-a-vis “under- 
standing” (Verstand), conceived as the capacity for dealing rationally 
with problems that are posed for us in the world. In the ontological 
paradigm, reason was deemed to be the capacity for contemplatively 
grasping the order of being as a whole. On the Kantian reading of 
the mentalist paradigm, reason continued to be seen as the capacity 
for ideas, although the world-constituting power of these ideas was 
now conceived as the totalizing accomplishment of the transcenden- 
tal subject. How difficult it is, even in the linguistic paradigm, to 
break free from idealism, can be seen in the case of Heidegger who 
still conceived epochal world-disclosures as the “Happening of 
Truth” (Wahrheitsgeschehen). Only a soberly conducted, pragmatic- 
linguistic turn permits us to relieve the world-constituting and articu- 
lating power of language of the burden of claims to knowledge. 
Linguistic world-disclosure stands in a complementary relation to 
the rational accomplishments of subjects in the world who are fal- 
lible, though capable of learning. Seen in this way, reason can 
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withdraw into the idealizations of validity claims and the formal-prag- 
matic presupposition of worlds; it renounces every form of totalizing 
knowledge, no matter how concealed, while nonetheless requiring 
of the communication communities—set in their contingent life- 
world contexts—a universalist anticipation of a muted “transcen- 
dence from within” that does justice to the irrefutably unconditional 
character of what is held-to-be-true and what ought-to-be. 


Appendix on a Pragmatic Theory of Meaning 


Some implications for a pragmatic theory of meaning result from 
the distinction between the above-mentioned different modalities of 
language use. Such a theory of meaning modifies the basic thesis of 
truth-conditional semantics as developed by Frege and Wittgenstein 
in the following way: one understands an illocutionary act when one 
knows what makes it acceptable. This thesis starts from the premise 
that the addressee’s recognition of the validity claim raised for what 
is said is to be won by means of an acceptable speech-act offer, so 
that she is brought to accept the speech act itself as valid.’* At first 
glance, however, expressions of will that are not embedded norma- 
tively, such as imperatives and declarations of intention (also speech 
acts specific to conflict situations such as insults and threats), present 
counterexamples. Clearly, illocutionary acts of this kind have no 
built-in orientation toward a consensual acceptance. Indeed, the 
assumption that linguistic communication aims fundamentally at 
agreement seems completely counterintuitive for, if that were the 
case, it would have to be possible to distinguish the communicative 
use of language as an original mode of language use, whereas all 
indirect forms of communication, in which one party gives another 
to understand something, would have a derivative status. I want to 
(i) begin by recalling the basic features of the pragmatic conception 
of meaning, and then (ii) undertake two revisions. 

i. The pragmatic theory of meaning sets out to explain what it is 
to understand a speech act. In the performance of speech acts, 
sentences are used with “communicative intent.” In order for this 
intention to be realized, the following conditions of communication, 
at least, must be satisfied: 
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e A speaker and an addressee who have command over a common 
language (or who could establish a common language by way of 
translation) 


e A speech situation that can be scrutinized by both parties 


e An intersubjectively shared (or sufficiently “overlapping”) back- 
ground understanding 


e A locally situated utterance of a speaker, with a “yes” or “no” 
position on it by an addressee 


To explain this I rely on two assumptions: 


1. Linguistic communication essentially exists in order for one per- 
son to reach understanding with another about something in the 
world. 


2. Reaching understanding implies that the hearer recognizes a 
validity claim raised by the speaker for a proposition. 


These specifications of explanandum and explanans lead to the 
explanation: 


e To understand a linguistic expression is to know how one could 
use it in order to reach understanding with someone about some- 
thing in the world. 


Naturally, understanding a linguistic expression is not the same as 
reaching understanding about something with the help of an utter- 
ance held to be valid. Nonetheless, as has already been observed by 
truth-conditional semantics, in language the dimensions of meaning 
and validity are internally connected; moreover, they are connected 
in such a way that one understands a speech act when one knows 
the conditions under which it may be accepted as valid. An orienta- 
tion toward the possible validity of utterances is part of the pragmatic 
conditions not just of reaching understanding but of linguistic un- 
derstanding itself. (Incidentally, this explains why we can learn to 
speak only under conditions of communicative action, that is, in 
practices from which it emerges when the given linguistic community 
accepts what as valid.) 
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Not “truth” but an epistemically inflected, generalized concept of 
“validity” in the sense of “rational acceptability” is the key concept 
for a pragmatic theory of meaning. This approach has, of course, 
the consequence that the validity conditions of a speech act are 
interpreted with the help of the reasons that, under standard condi- 
tions, can serve to vindicate a corresponding validity claim. Knowing 
the kinds of reasons with which a speaker could vindicate the validity 
claim raised for what is said is part of understanding a speech act. 
(This explains the holistic constitution of linguistic knowledge as 
well as the interpenetration of linguistic knowledge and knowledge 
of the world.) 

ii. Previously, I had presumed that the acceptability of speech acts 
depends on the knowledge of reasons that justify an illocutionary 
success and can rationally motivate an agreement between speaker 
and hearer. I now have to revise this formulation in view of my 
differentiation within the concept of reaching understanding, and 
in view of the status of speech acts such as insults and threats. 

To understand a speech act is to know the conditions for the 
illocutionary or perlocutionary success that the speaker can achieve 
with it (with this, we take account of perlocutions whose success, 
however, presupposes comprehension of the illocutionary act em- 
ployed in a given case). 

One knows the conditions for the illocutionary or perlocutionary 
success of a speech act when one knows the kinds of actor-inde- 
pendent or actor-relative reasons with which the speaker could vin- 
dicate her validity claim discursively. Mutual understanding between 
actors in an attitude oriented toward success is also possible (in a 
weak sense) if the seriousness (and viability) of an announcement 
or an imperative (or threat) can be proven with the help of actor- 
relative reasons for the rationality of a corresponding resolve. Here, 
those reasons “relative to a given actor” are valid that, from the point 
of view of the addressee, can be understood as good-reasons-for-the- 
given-actor. 

These revisions take account of the fact that speech acts are illo- 
cutionary acts even when they are connected only with claims to 
truth and truthfulness, and when these claims to the seriousness 
(and viability) of intentions and decisions can be justified only 
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through reference to the preferences of the speakers in an attitude 
oriented toward success (and, thus, from their perspective). Even 
perlocutions, which ride on the backs of illocutionary acts, can be 
criticized from the point of view of the truth of the assumptions 
implied in a given case (about conditions for context-dependent 
perlocutionary effects). Of course, since perlocutions as such do not 
represent illocutionary acts and are not geared toward rational] ac- 
ceptability, this kind of negation can have the sense only of an 
explanation as to why the perlocutionary aim cannot be attained in 
the given circumstances. 
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8 
Richard Rorty’s Pragmatic Turn (1996) 


In “Trotsky and the Wild Orchids” Richard Rorty casts a romantic 
eye back over his development as a philosopher.! Using the form of 
a “narrative of maturation,” he presents his intellectual development 
as a progressive distancing of himself from his adolescent dream; this 
was the dream of fusing in a single image the extraordinary beauty 
of wild orchids and the liberation from profane suffering of an 
exploited society: the desire “to hold reality and justice in a single 
vision” (Yeats). The existential background to Rorty’s neopragma- 
tism is his rebellion against the false promises of philosophy: a phi- 
losophy that pretends to be able to satisfy aesthetic and moral needs 
in satisfying theoretical ones. Once upon a time, metaphysics wanted 
to instruct its pupils in spiritual exercises involving a purifying con- 
templation of the good in the beautiful. But the youthful Rorty, who 
had allowed himself to be filled with enthusiasm by Plato, Aristotle, 
and Thomas Aquinas, painfully comes to realize that the prospect of 
contact with the reality of the extraordinary held out by theory—a 
contact at once desirable and reconciliatory—although possibly attain- 
able in the more definite forms of prayer, cannot be achieved along 
the path of philosophy. As a result, Rorty remembers Dewey— 
scorned by McKeon, Leo Strauss, and Mortimer Adler—who had not 
yet been completely forgotten in the Chicago of the 1940s. The 
realization that everyday reality conceals no higher reality, no realm 
of being-in-itself to be disclosed ecstatically, and that everyday prac- 
tices leave no room for a redemptory vision, cures the sobered Rorty 
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of his Platonic sickness. To be sure, the memory of the exotic sight 
and the overpowering smell of the wild orchids in the mountains of 
his childhood in the northwest of New Jersey cannot be extinguished 
completely. 

It is roughly thus in terms of his own life-history that Rorty today 
explains to us the motives for his view of the dual dominance of 
Dewey and Heidegger developed in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity. 
Strangely enough, this self-presentation contains no reference to the 
paramount role played by Wittgenstein, the third party in the alli- 
ance. Rorty’s report on the experiences of his own philosophical 
development breaks off with his reading of Hegel as his student days 
in Yale draw to a close and his work as a professional philosopher is 
only about to begin. His training in analytic philosophy with his real 
teacher, Wilfrid Sellars, his basic conviction of the truth of physical- 
ism, his successful career as a young analytic philosopher—these 
steps in his development are not mentioned at all. However, it is 
solely his ambivalence toward the tradition of analytic philosophy— 
the only tradition in whose language Rorty has learned to argue and 
using which he continues to expound his exciting teachings bril- 
liantly—that can explain why he attributes a culturally critical sig- 
nificance to his anti-Platonic turn, a significance that is supposed to 
extend far beyond his own person and his private switch of philo- 
sophical allegiance. 

I will deal briefly with this motivation for a kind of philosophizing 
that wants to bid farewell to itself as such before confining myself to 
discussion of the justification for the neopragmatic conception itself. 
From the pragmatic radicalization of the linguistic turn Rorty ob- 
tains a nonrealist understanding of knowledge. In order to test 
whether he radicalizes the linguistic turn in the right way, I will then 
compare the contextualist approach with the epistemological doubt 
of the modern skeptic. In doing so I will recall a problem that was 
always connected with coherence conceptions of truth: the problem 
of how truth is to be distinguished from rational acceptability. In 
responding to this question, there is a parting of philosophical ways. 
Whereas Rorty assimilates truth to justification at the expense of 
everyday realist intuitions, others attempt to take account of these 
intuitions even within the linguistic paradigm, whether with the help 
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of a deflationary strategy as regards the problem of truth or through 
an idealization of the process of justification itself. On the one hand, 
I will take issue with the deflationary strategy that relies on a seman- 
tic conception of truth, emphasizing instead the advantages of a 
pragmatic viewpoint. On the other hand, again from a pragmatic 
perspective, I will criticize a kind of epistemization of the idea of 
truth that I myself once proposed. In doing so I will develop an 
alternative to the liquidation of unconditional claims to truth. It is 
this liquidation that has ultimately compelled Rorty to effect a prob- 
lematic naturalization of linguistified reason—or, at any rate, one 
that leads to further problems. 


A Platonically Motivated Anti-Platonist 


Richard Rorty is one of the most outstanding analytic philosophers, 
consistently arguing in an informed and astute way. But his program 
for a philosophy that is to do away with all philosophy seems to 
spring more from the melancholy of a disappointed metaphysician, 
driven on by nominalist spurs, than from the self-criticism of an 
enlightened analytic philosopher who wishes to complete the lin- 
guistic turn in a pragmatist way. In 1967, when analytic philosophy 
(in both its versions) had achieved widespread recognition compa- 
rable to that enjoyed by Neo-Kantianism in the period before the 
First World War, Rorty edited a reader with the demandingly laconic 
title, The Linguistic Turn. This reader, as we can see in retrospect, 
marks a break in the history of analytic thought. The texts collected 
in the reader are meant to serve a double purpose. In summing up 
a triumphant progression, they are intended at the same time to 
signal its end. At any rate, notwithstanding his laudatory gesture, the 
metaphilosophical distance from which the editor comments on the 
texts betrays the Hegelian message that every manifestation of Spirit 
that achieves maturity is condemned to decline. At that time Rorty 
gave the starting signal to a discourse that has since given itself the 
name “postanalytic.” In his introduction to the reader, he speculates 
on the “future” of analytic philosophy—a future that relegates it to 
the past tense. In the face of a still intact orthodoxy, Rorty points to 
three approaches that concur in their contradiction of the general 
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basic assumption that “there are philosophical truths still waiting to 
be discovered that can be justified on the basis of arguments.” Rorty 
links these anti-Platonic approaches with the names Heidegger, 
Wittgenstein, and Waismann (whose philosophical program Rorty 
even then described in terms similar to his later description of 
Dewey’s pragmatism). 

This distanced gaze on analytic philosophy in no way conceals the 
immense respect of the initiate who here steps outside of his own 
tradition: “Linguistic philosophy, over the last thirty years, has suc- 
ceeded in putting the entire philosophical tradition, from Par- 
menides through Descartes and Hume to Bradley and Whitehead, 
on the defensive. It has done so by careful and thorough scrutiny of 
the ways in which traditional philosophers have used language in the 
formulation of their problems. This achievement is sufficient to 
place this period among the great ages of the history of philoso- 
phy.”? Only the irresistibility of analytic philosophy’s arguments ex- 
plains Rorty’s real grief. This irresistibility leads him to bid farewell 
to the alluring promises of metaphysics so irrevocably that, even post 
analytic philosophy, there can be no alternative to postmetaphysical 
thinking. Nonetheless, Rorty, then as now, is in search of some mode 
of thinking that, as Adorno puts it at the end of Negative Dialectics, 
shows solidarity with metaphysics at the moment of its fall. There is 
melancholy in the strained irony propagated today by Rorty: “Rorty’s 
post-philosophical intellectual is ironic because he realizes that truth 
is not all he would like it to be. Irony depends essentially on a kind 
of nostalgie de la verité.”* Even the romantic division of labor between 
irony and seriousness, Heidegger and Dewey, cannot ease the pain. 
Because metaphysics has command only over the language of knowl- 
edge, the aestheticization of its claim to truth amounts to an anaes- 
theticization of the philosophical tradition as mere cultural heritage. 
The reality of the ideas with which Platonic theory promised to bring 
us into contact is not the same as the extraordinary appeal of aes- 
thetic experience. What once aspired to be “true” in an emphatic 
sense cannot be preserved in the mode of the “edifying.” In forfeit- 
ing the binding power of its judgments, metaphysics also loses its 
substance.? 

When one is faced with this dilemma it is possible to understand 
the move Rorty finally makes in order to give back to philosophy, 
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even today, something of a “doctrine,” something of that inimitable 
combination of wild orchids and Trotsky: his imitation of the ges- 
ture, at least, of insight that is at once stimulating and rich in practical 
consequence. However, the metaphysical need to liberate philosophy 
from the sterility of a pusillanimous postmetaphysical thinking can 
now be satisfied only postmetaphysically. The farewell to analytic 
philosophy cannot lead back to a devalued metaphysics. For this 
reason, the only remaining option is to dramatize the farewell to 
philosophy in general. Only if the act of leave-taking itself were to 
release a shock and intervene into everyday life would philosophy 
“at the moment of its fall” be able to acquire a more than purely 
academic significance. But how is a separation from analytic philoso- 
phy carried out with analytic means supposed to achieve significance 
of a kind that would allow analytic thought to be illuminated one 
last time in the brilliance of its great tradition? As I understand his 
naturalistically refracted impulse toward great philosophy, Rorty 
wants to give an answer to this question. 

Rorty begins by showing that analytic philosophy shares a funda- 
mental premise with the tradition it has devalued. This is the con- 
viction that “there are philosophical truths still waiting to be 
discovered.” Thanks to a very German idea that he borrows from 
Heidegger, Rorty then attributes a dramatic weightiness to this proton 
pseudos of Western metaphysics. According to this Heideggerian the- 
sis, the profane destinies of the West are supposed to have been 
fulfilled only within the scope of an epochal understanding of being; 
moreover, one governed by metaphysics. Of course, unlike Heideg- 
ger, Rorty can no longer stylize postmetaphysical thinking post ana- 
lytic philosophy as a sacral “Commemoration of Being” (Andenken 
des Seins). Rorty understands the deconstruction of the history of 
metaphysics as a deflationary diagnosis in Wittgenstein’s sense. Anti- 
Platonism draws its eminently practical significance only from the 
severity of the sickness that it is supposed to cure. The unmasking 
of Platonism is aimed, beyond scholasticism, at a culture that is 
alienated from itself platonistically. If, finally, the act of leave-taking 
is not to exhaust itself in negation, Rorty has to open a perspective 
that will enable a new self-understanding that can take the place of 
the old, deflated one. With this end in view, he adapts Dewey’s 
Hegelianism for his own purposes in such a way that a perspective is 
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opened on everyday practices that are no longer distorted by Platon- 
ist prejudices. In this way, like Hegel, even the “last” philosophers 
capture their own time once more in thought. 

Rorty knows, of course, that such metaphilosophical reflections 
cannot transform the selfunderstanding of philosophy on their 
own.® He cannot get outside of philosophy without using philosophy 
to claim validity for his thoughts. Rorty would not be the scrupulous 
and sensitive, suggestive, and stimulating philosopher that he is were 
he to insist solely on the rhetorical role of the reeducator. The 
diagnosis of a false selfunderstanding, too, remains a matter for 
theory. Rorty has to provide arguments if he is to convince his 
colleagues that the “Platonic” distinction between “convincing” and 
“persuading” makes no sense. He has to prove that even analytic 
philosophy remains captivated by the spell of the metaphysics against 
which it is battling. 


The Pragmatic Turn 


Rorty’s important book Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979) 
pursues a number of aims. By carrying through to its conclusion the 
deconstruction of the philosophy of consciousness, he wants to com- 
plete a not yet completed linguistic turn in such a way that the 
Platonist self-misunderstanding deeply rooted in our culture be- 
comes obvious. My doubts relate to the second step. Does the prag- 
matic turn, which Rorty rightly demands in the face of semanti- 
cally fixated approaches, require an anti-realist understanding of 
knowledge? 

a. The basic conceptual framework of the philosophy of the sub- 
ject has, from Peirce to Wittgenstein and Heidegger, been subjected 
to a relentless critique. Rorty draws on contemporary arguments 
(among others those of Sellars, Quine, and Davidson) in order to 
expose the basic assumptions of mentalist epistemology with a view 
to a critique of reason. The ideas of “self-consciousness” and “sub- 
jectivity” imply that the knowing subject can disclose for itself a 
privileged sphere of immediately accessible and absolutely certain 
experiences (Erlebnisse) when it does not focus directly on objects but 
rather reflexively on its own representations (Vorstellungen) of ob- 
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jects. For classical epistemology, there is a constitutive separation 
between inner and outer—a dualism of mind and body—that ap- 
peals to the privileged access of the first person to her own experi- 
ences. The epistemic authority of the first person is sustained by the 
wellsprings of three paradigm-constituting assumptions: 


1. that we know our own mental states better than anything else; 


2. that knowing takes place essentially in the mode of representing 
objects; and 


3. that the truth of judgments rests on evidence that vouches for 
their certainty. 


Analysis of the linguistic form of our experiences and thoughts 
discovers in these assumptions three corresponding myths—the 
myth of the given, the myth of thought as representation, and the 
myth of truth as certainty. It is shown that we cannot circumvent the 
linguistic expression as the medium for the representation and com- 
munication of knowledge. There are no uninterpreted experiences 
(Erfahrungen) that are accessible only privately and elude public 
assessment and correction. Moreover, knowledge of objects is not an 
adequate model for the knowledge of propositionally structured 
states of affairs, Finally, truth is a property of criticizable propositions 
that cannot be lost; it can be justified only on the basis of reasons— 
it cannot be authenticated on the basis of the genesis of 
representations. 

Rorty, of course, connects this critique of mentalism with the more 
far-reaching aim of radicalizing the linguistic turn. He wants to show 
“what philosophy of language comes to when purified of attempts to 
imitate either Kant or Hume.” So long as the subject-object relation 
is projected merely onto the sentence-fact relation, the resulting 
semantic answers remain tied to the mentalist mode of questioning. 
So long as the representation (Darstellung) of states of affairs—like 
the representation (Vorstellung) of objects*—is conceived as a two- 
place relation, the linguistic turn leaves the “mirror of nature”—as 
metaphor for knowledge of the world—intact. 

Rorty wants to make full use of the conceptual scope that has been 
opened up by the philosophy of language. With Peirce he replaces 
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the two-place relation between representing subject and represented 
object with a three-place relation: the symbolic expression, which 
accords validity to a state of affairs, for an interpretive community. 
The objective world is no longer something to be reflected but is 
simply the common reference point for a process of communication 
(Verständigung) between members of a communication community 
who come to an understanding with one another with regard to 
something. The communicated facts can no more be separated from 
the process of communication than the supposition of an objective 
world can be separated from the intersubjectively shared interpretive 
horizon within which the participants in communication always al- 
ready operate. Knowledge no longer coincides with the correspon- 
dence of sentences and facts. For this reason, only a linguistic turn 
that is rigorously carried to its conclusion can, in overcoming men- 
talism, also overcome the epistemological model of the Mirror of 
Nature. 

b. I am interested in the question of whether Rorty performs this 
plausible pragmatic radicalization of the linguistic turn in the right 
way. If we no longer refer epistemological questions only to language 
as the grammatical form of representation (Darstellung), relating 
them instead to language as it is used communicatively, an additional 
dimension is opened up. This is the dimension of interactions and 
traditions—the public space of a lifeworld shared intersubjectively 
by the language users. This expanded perspective allows the entwin- 
ing of the epistemological accomplishments of the socialized indi- 
viduals with their processes of cooperation and communication to 
become visible: “Once conversation replaces confrontation [of per- 
sons with states of affairs], the notion of the mind as Mirror of 
Nature can be discarded.” The “communication model” of knowl- 
edge highlights the point that we have no unfiltered access to enti- 
ties in the world, independent of our practices of reaching 
understanding and the linguistically constituted context of our life- 
world: “Elements of what we call ‘language’ or ‘mind’ penetrate so 
deeply into what we call ‘reality’ that the very project of representing 
ourselves as being ‘mappers’ of something ‘language-independent’ 
is fatally compromised from the start.”!° 

This is a quotation from Hilary Putnam with which Rorty agrees. 
Nonetheless, Rorty has something other than Putnam’s “internal 
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realism” in mind. Putnam’s “internal realism” stresses that the con- 
ditions for the objectivity of knowledge can be analyzed only in 
connection with the conditions for the intersubjectivity of a mutual 
understanding with regard to what is said. On Rorty’s view, “being 
in touch with reality” has to be translated into the jargon of “being 
in touch with a human community” in such a way that the realist 
intuition, to which mentalism wanted to do justice with its Mirror of 
Nature and its correspondence between representation and repre- 
sented object, disappears completely. For Rorty, every kind of repre- 
sentation of something in the objective world is a dangerous illusion. 
Now, it is certainly the case that with the pragmatic turn the 
epistemic authority of the first person singular, who inspects her 
inner self, is displaced by the first person plural, by the “we” of a 
communication community in front of which every person justifies 
her views. However, it is only the empiricist interpretation of this new 
authority that leads Rorty to equate “knowledge” with what is ac- 
cepted as “rational” according to the standards of our respective 
communities. 

Just as Locke and Hume referred their mentalist reflections to the 
consciousness of empirical persons, Kant referred his to the con- 
sciousness of subjects “in general.” Linguistic reflections, too, can be 
referred to communication communities “in general.” But Rorty, the 
nominalist, stands in the empiricist tradition and refers epistemic 
authority to the received social practices of “our” respective commu- 
nities. He regards the urge “to see social practices of justification as 
more than just such practices”! as nonsensical. Rorty himself makes 
the connection between, on the one hand, the contextualist inter- 
pretation of the pragmatic turn and the anti-realist understanding 
of knowledge and, on the other hand, the rejection of a Kantian 
strategy of analysis:!? “If we see knowledge as a matter of conversa- 
tion and of social practice, rather than as an attempt to mirror 
nature, we will not be likely to envisage a metapractice which will be 
the critique of all possible forms of social practice.”!? For Rorty, such 
a formal-pragmatic attempt would be a relapse into foundationalism. 
In the seventeenth century the basic concepts of subjectivity and 
self-consciousness had, with “the mental” and “introspection,” re- 
spectively, secured for philosophy—which at that time had to find a 
new place alongside the new physics—an object domain and a 
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method of its own. As a result, philosophy was able to understand 
itself as a foundational discipline that checked and justified the 
foundations of all other disciplines. Rorty now holds the view that 
this same foundationalist self-understanding takes possession of the 
philosophy of language when it stops short of a contextualist under- 
standing of knowledge and justification. Universalist approaches 
within the philosophy of language—such as Rorty discerns in Dum- 
mett and others—come under suspicion here. 


Contextualism and Skepticism as Problems Specific to Particular 
Paradigms 


When Rorty regards contextualism as the necessary consequence of 
a fully executed linguistic turn, he is right in one respect: contextu- 
alism designates a problem that can occur only when we reckon on 
a reason embodied in linguistic practices. But he is wrong to see 
contextualism at the same time as the solution to the problem. This 
view has its roots, if I am correct, in a problematic understanding of 
philosophical paradigms. 

Like, for example, Apel and Tugendhat, Rorty regards the history 
of philosophy as a succession of three paradigms. He speaks of 
metaphysics, epistemology, and the philosophy of language.'* Of 
course, the philosophy of language has detached itself only half- 
heartedly from mentalism. Rorty believes that the linguistic turn can 
be carried through consistently to its conclusion only in the form of 
a critique of reason that takes its leave of philosophy as such. It is 
not just the problems but the way of posing problems that changes 
with the leap from one paradigm to the next: 


This picture of ancient and medieval philosophy as concerned with things, 
the philosophy of the seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries with 
ideas, and the enlightened contemporary philosophical scene with words has 
considerable plausibility. But this sequence should not be thought of as 
offering three contrasting views about what is primary, or what is founda- 
tional. It is not that Aristotle thought that one could best explain ideas and 
words in terms of things, whereas Descartes and Russell rearranged the 
order of explanation. It would be more correct to say that Aristotle did not 
have—did not feel the need of—a theory of knowledge, and that Descartes 
and Locke did not have a theory of meaning. Aristotle’s remarks about 
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knowing do not offer answers, good or bad, to Locke’s questions, any more 
than Locke’s remarks about language offer answers to Frege’s.!® 


This discontinuity means that philosophical questions are not settled 
through finding the right answers; rather, they fall into disuse once 
they have lost their market value. This also holds for the question of 
the objectivity of knowledge. 

On the mentalist view, objectivity is ensured when the repre- 
senting subject refers to his objects in the right way. He checks the 
subjectivity of his representations against the objective world: “‘sub- 
jective’ contrasts with ‘corresponding to what is out there,’ and thus 
means something like ‘a product only of what is in here.’”!” On the 
linguistic view, the subjectivity of beliefs is no longer checked directly 
through confrontation with the world but rather through public 
agreement achieved in the communication community: “a ‘subjec- 
tive’ consideration is one which has been, or would be, or should be, 
set aside by rational discussants.”!® With this, the intersubjectivity of 
reaching understanding replaces the objectivity of experience. The 
language-world relation becomes dependent on communication be- 
tween speakers and hearers. The vertical world-relation of repre- 
sentations of something, or of propositions about something, is bent 
back, as it were, into the horizontal line of the cooperation of 
participants in communication. The intersubjectivity of the life- 
world, which subjects inhabit in common, displaces the objectivity of 
a world that a solitary subject confronts: “For pragmatists, the desire 
for objectivity is not the desire to escape the limitations of one’s 
community, but simply the desire for as much intersubjective agree- 
ment as possible.”!? Rorty wants to say: the paradigm shift transforms 
perspectives in such a way that epistemological questions as such are 
passé. 

The contextualist understanding of the linguistic turn from which 
this anti-realism emerges goes back to a conception of the rise and 
fall of paradigms that excludes continuity of theme between para- 
digms as well as learning processes that extend across paradigms. In 
fact, the terms in which we undertake a comparison of paradigms 
reflect our hermeneutic starting point—and, thus, our own para- 
digm. That Rorty selects for his comparison the frame of reference 
of objectivity, subjectivity, and intersubjectivity results from the basic 
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conceptual perspective from which we now describe the linguistic 
turn of mentalism. On the other hand, the picture of a contingent 
succession of incommensurable paradigms does not in any way fit 
with this description. Rather, from the perspective of that frame of 
reference, a subsequent paradigm appears as an answer to a problem 
bequeathed to us by the devaluation of a preceding paradigm. Con- 
trary to what Rorty supposes, paradigms do not form an arbitrary 
sequence but a dialectical relationship. 

Nominalism robbed things of their inner nature or essence and 
declared general concepts to be constructions of a finite mind. Since 
then, comprehending that which is (das Seiende) in thought has 
lacked a foundation in the conceptual constitution of beings them- 
selves. The correspondence of mind with nature could no longer be 
conceived as an ontological relation, the rules of logic no longer 
reflected the laws of reality. Pace Rorty, mentalism responded to this 
challenge by reversing the order of explanation. If the knowing 
subject can no longer derive the standards for knowledge from a 
disqualified nature, it has to supply these standards from a reflexively 
disclosed subjectivity itself. Reason, once embodied objectively in the 
order of nature, retreats to subjective spirit. With this, the being-in- 
itself (das Ansich) of the world is transformed into the objectivity of 
a world that is given for us, the subjects—a world of represented 
objects or phenomena. Whereas up to then, the constitution of the 
world of being-in-itself had enabled a correspondence of thought 
with reality—true judgments—the truth of judgments is now sup- 
posed to be measured against the certainty of evident subjective 
experiences (Erlebnisse). Representational thought leads to objective 
knowledge insofar as it comprehends the phenomenal world. 

The concept of subjectivity introduced a dualism between inner 
and outer that seemed to confront the human mind with the pre- 
carious task of bridging a chasm. With this, the way was cleared for 
skepticism in its modern form. The private character of my particu- 
lar subjective experiences, on which my absolute certainty is based, 
simultaneously provides reason to doubt whether the world as it 
appears to us is not in fact an illusion. This skepticism is anchored 
in the constitutive concepts of the mentalist paradigm. At the same 
time it conjures up memories of the comforting intuition that sus- 
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tained the ontological paradigm: the idea that the truth of judg- 
ments is guaranteed by a correspondence with reality that is 
grounded in reality itself. This “residual” intuition, as it were, which 
had lost none of its suggestive power with the switch of paradigm, 
joined forces with the new skeptical question of whether—and if so, 
how—the agreement between representation and represented ob- 
ject is to be grounded on the basis of the evidence of our subjective 
experiences. It is this question that first provokes the epistemological 
quarrel between Idealism and Empiricism.*° However, in light of this 
genealogy it becomes apparent—and this is my main point here— 
that contextualism is built into the basic concepts of the linguistic 
paradigm just as skepticism is built into mentalism. And once again, 
the intuitions regarding truth that carry over or stick with us from 
the preceding paradigms lead to an intensification of these 
problems. 

Just as the dispute about universals at the end of the Middle Ages 
contributed to the devaluation of objective reason, the critique of 
introspection and psychologism at the end of the nineteenth cen- 
tury contributed to the shaking up of subjective reason. With the 
displacement of reason from the consciousness of the knowing sub- 
ject to language as the medium by means of which acting subjects 
communicate with one another, the order of explanation changes 
once more. Epistemic authority passes over from the knowing sub- 
ject, which supplies from within herself the standards for the objec- 
tivity of experience, to the justificatory practices of a linguistic 
community. Up to then the intersubjective validity of beliefs had 
resulted from the subsequent convergence of thoughts or repre- 
sentations. Interpersonal agreement had been explained by the on- 
tological anchoring of true judgments or by the shared psychological 
or transcendental endowments of knowing subjects. Following the 
linguistic turn, however, all explanations take the primacy of a com- 
mon language as their starting point. Description of states and 
events in the objective world, like the selfrepresentation of experi- 
ences to which the subject has privileged access, is dependent on the 
interpreting use of a common language. For this reason, the term 
“intersubjective” no longer refers to the result of an observed conver- 
gence of the thoughts or representations of various persons, but to 
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the prior commonality of a linguistic preunderstanding or horizon 
of the lifeworld—which, from the perspective of the participants 
themselves, is presupposed—within which the members of a commu- 
nication community find themselves before they reach under- 
standing with one another about something in the world. Finally, the 
contextualist question, which should not be confused with the epis- 
temological doubt of skepticism, results from this primacy of the 
intersubjectivity of shared beliefs over confrontation with reality (a 
reality that is always already interpreted). 

The pragmatic turn leaves no room for doubt as to the existence 
of a world independent of our descriptions. Rather, from Peirce to 
Wittgenstein, the idle Cartesian doubt has been rejected as a perfor- 
mative contradiction: “If you tried to doubt everything you would 
not get as far as doubting anything. The game of doubting itself 
presupposes certainty.”! On the other hand, all knowledge is fallible 
and, when it is problematized, dependent on justification. As soon 
as the standard for the objectivity of knowledge passes from private 
certainty to public practices of justification, “truth” becomes a three- 
place concept of validity. The validity of propositions that are fallible 
in principle is shown to be validity that is justified for a public.” 
Moreover, because in the linguistic paradigm truths are accessible 
only in the form of rational acceptability, the question now arises of 
how in that case the truth of a proposition can still be isolated from 
the context in which it is justified. Unease with regard to this prob- 
lem brings older intuitions about truth onto the scene. It awakens 
memory of a correspondence between thought and reality or of a 
contact with reality that is sensorially certain. These images, which 
are still suggestive despite having lost their bearings, are behind the 
question of how the fact that we cannot transcend the linguistic 
horizon of justified beliefs is compatible with the intuition that true 
propositions fit the facts. It is no accident that the contemporary 
rationality debates circle around the concepts of truth and refer- 
ence.” Just as skepticism does not simply assimilate being to appear- 
ance but rather gives expression to the uneasy feeling that we might 
be unable to separate the one from the other convincingly, neither 
does contextualism, properly understood, equate truth with justified 
assertibility. Contextualism is rather an expression of the embarrass- 
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ment that would ensue if we did have to assimilate the one to the 
other. It makes us aware of a problem to which cultural relativism 
presents a solution that is false because it contains a performative 
self-contradiction. 


Truth and Justification 


Even in the comprehension of elementary propositions about states 
or events in the world, language and reality interpenetrate in a 
manner that for us is indissoluble. There is no natural possibility of 
isolating the constraints of reality that make a statement true from 
the semantic rules that lay down these truth conditions. We can 
explain what a fact is only with the help of the truth of a statement 
of fact, and we can explain what is real only in terms of what is true. 
Being, as Tugendhat says, is veritative being.?* Since the truth of 
beliefs or sentences can -in turn be justified only with the help of 
other beliefs and sentences, we cannot break free from the magic 
circle of our language. This fact suggests an anti-foundationalist 
conception of knowledge and a holistic conception of justification. 
Because we cannot confront our sentences with anything that is not 
itself already saturated linguistically, no basic propositions can be 
distinguished that would be privileged in being able to legitimate 
themselves, thereby serving as the basis for a linear chain of justifica- 
tion. Rorty rightly emphasizes “that nothing counts as justification 
unless by reference to what we already accept,” concluding from this 
“that there is no way to get outside our beliefs and our language so 
as to find some test other than coherence.””° 

This does not mean, of course, that the coherence of our beliefs 
is sufficient to clarify the meaning of the concept of truth—which 
has now become central. Certainly, within the linguistic paradigm, 
the truth of a proposition can no longer be conceived as correspon- 
dence with something in the world, for otherwise we would have to 
be able to “get outside of language” while using language. Obviously, 
we cannot compare linguistic expressions with a piece of uninter- 
preted or “naked” reality—that is, with a reference that eludes our 
linguistically bound inspection.” Nonetheless, the correspondence 
idea of truth was able to take account of a fundamental aspect of the 
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meaning of the truth predicate. This aspect—the notion of uncon- 
ditional validity—is swept under the carpet if the truth of a proposi- 
tion is conceived as coherence with other propositions or as justified 
assertibility within an interconnected system of assertions. Whereas 
well-justified assertions can turn out to be false, we understand truth 
as a property of propositions “that cannot be lost.” Coherence de- 
pends on practices of justification that let themselves be guided by 
standards that change from time to time. This accounts for the 
question: “Why does the fact that our beliefs hang together, suppos- 
ing they do, give the least indication that they are true?”?” 

The “cautionary” use of the truth predicate** shows that, with the 
truth of propositions, we connect an unconditional claim that points 
beyond all the evidence available to us; on the other hand, the 
evidence that we bring to bear in our contexts of justification has to. 
be sufficient to entitle us to raise truth claims. Although truth can- 
not be reduced to coherence and justified assertibility, there has to 
be an internal relation between truth and justification. How, other- 
wise, would it be possible to explain that a justification of “p,” suc- 
cessful according to our standards, points in favor of the truth of “p,” 
although truth is not an achievement term and does not depend on 
how well a proposition can be justified. Michael Williams describes 
the problem as a dispute between two equally reasonable ideas: 
“First, that if we are to have knowledge of an objective world, the 
truth of what we believe about the world must be independent of 
our believing it; and second, that justification is inevitably a matter 
of supporting beliefs by other beliefs, hence in this minimal sense a 
matter of coherence.”?° This leads to the contextualist question: 
“Given only knowledge of what we believe about the world, and how 
our beliefs fit together, how can we show that these beliefs are likely 
to be true?” 

This question should not, however, be understood in a skeptical 
sense, for the conception according to which we, as socialized indi- 
viduals, always already find ourselves within the linguistically dis- 
closed horizon of our lifeworld implies an unquestioned 
background of intersubjectively shared convictions, proven true in 
practice, which makes nonsense of total doubt as to the accessibility 
of the world. Language, which we cannot “get outside of,” should 
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not be understood in analogy to the inwardness of a representing 
subject who is as if cut off from the external world of representable 
objects. The relationship between justifiability and truth, although 
in need of clarification, signals no gulf between inner and outer, no 
dualism that would have to be bridged and that could give rise to the 
skeptical doubt as to whether our world as a whole is an illusion. The 
pragmatic turn pulls the rug from under this skepticism. There is a 
simple reason for this. In everyday practices, we cannot use language 
without acting. Speech itself is effected in the mode of speech acts 
that for their part are embedded in contexts of interaction and 
entwined with instrumental actions. As actors, that is, as interacting 
and intervening subjects, we are always already in contact with things 
about which we can make statements. Language games and practices 
are interwoven. “At some point . . . we have to leave the realm of 
sentences (and texts) and draw upon agreement in action and ex- 
perience (for instance, in using a predicate).”?! From the point of 
view of the philosophy of language, Husserl’s phenomenological 
conclusion that we “are always already in contact with things” is 
confirmed. 

For this reason, the question as to the internal connection be- 
tween justification and truth—a connection that explains why we 
may, in light of the evidence available to us, raise an unconditional 
truth claim that aims beyond what is justified—is not an epistemo- 
logical question. It is not a matter of being or appearance. What is 
at stake is not the correct representation of reality but everyday 
practices that must not fall apart. The contextualist unease betrays a 
worry about the smooth functioning of language games and prac- 
tices. Reaching understanding cannot function unless the partici- 
pants refer to a single objective world, thereby stabilizing the 
intersubjectively shared public space with which everything that is 
merely subjective can be contrasted.?? This supposition of an objec- 
tive world that is independent of our descriptions fulfills a functional 
requirement of our processes of cooperation and communication. 
Without this supposition, everyday practices, which rest on the (in a 
certain sense) Platonic distinction between believing and knowing 
unreservedly, would come apart at the seams. If it were to turn out 
that we cannot in any way make this distinction, the result would be 
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more of a pathological self-misunderstanding than an illusionary 
understanding of the world. Whereas skepticism suspects an episte- 
mological mistake, contextualism supposes a faulty construction in 
the way we live. 

Contextualism thus raises the question of whether and, as the case 
may be, how the intuition that we can in principle distinguish be- 
tween what-is-true and what-is-held-to-be-true can be brought into 
the linguistic paradigm. This intuition is not “realist” in an epistemo- 
logical sense. Even within pragmatism there is a parting of ways with 
regard to this question. Some are pragmatist enough to take seri- 
ously realist everyday intuitions and the internal relation between 
coherence and truth to which they attest. Others regard the attempt 
to clarify this internal relation as hopeless, treating everyday realism 
as an illusion. Rorty wants to combat this illusion by rhetorical means 
and pleads for reeducation. We ought to get used to replacing the 
desire for objectivity with the desire for solidarity and, with William 
James, to understanding “truth” as no more than that in which it is 
good for “us”—the liberal members of Western culture or Western 
societies—to believe. “[Pragmatists] should see themselves as work- 
ing at the interface between the common sense of their community, 
a common sense much influenced by Greek metaphysics and by 
patriarchal monotheism. . . . They should see themselves as involved 
in a long-term attempt to change the rhetoric, the common sense, 
and self-image of their community.”°* 

Before I deal with this proposal, I would like to examine whether 
the alternatives are as hopeless as Rorty assumes. Are there not 
plausible explanations for the fact that a justification successful in 
our justificatory context points in favor of the context-independent 
truth of the justified proposition? I am interested above all in two 
attempts at explanation: a deflationary one, which disputes that 
“truth” has any nature at all that could be explicated; and an 
epistemic one, which inflates the idea of a justified assertion to such 
an extent that truth becomes the limit concept of the justificatory 
process. Of course, deflationism is permitted to de-thematize the 
concept of truth only to the extent that this concept can continue 
to sustain realist intuitions, while the epistemic conception is allowed 
to idealize the justificatory conditions only to the extent that its idea 
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of argumentation removed from everyday practices remains within 
the reach of “our” practices. 


The Semantic Conception of Truth and the Pragmatic Perspective 


Tarski’s Convention T—“‘p’ is true if and only if p’—relies on a 
disquotational use of the truth-predicate that can be illustrated, for 
instance, by the example of confirming another person’s statements: 
“Everything that the witness said yesterday is true.” With this, the 
speaker makes his own “everything that was said,” in such a way that 
he could repeat the corresponding assertions in the stance of the 
first person. This use of the truth-predicate is noteworthy in two 
respects. For one thing, it permits a generalizing reference to subject 
matter that is mentioned but not explicitly reproduced. Tarski uses 
this property in order to construct a theory of truth that generalizes 
about all instances of “T.” For another, the truth-predicate when 
used in this way establishes a relation of equivalence between two 
linguistic expressions—the whole point of the Tarskian strategy of 
explanation depends on this. For, through exploiting the disquota- 
tional function, the inaccessible “relation of correspondence” be- 
tween language and world or sentence and fact can, it appears, be 
reflected onto the tangible semantic relation between the expres- 
sions of an object language and those of a metalanguage. No matter 
how one conceives of the representational function of statements, 
whether as “satisfaction” of truth conditions or as “fitting” the facts 
to the sentences, what is envisaged in every case are pictures of 
relations that extend beyond language. It now seems possible to 
clarify these pictures with the help of interrelations that are internal 
to language. This initial idea allows us to understand why weak realist 
connotations are connected with the semantic conception of truth— 
even if it is clear that this conception cannot sustain a strong episte- 
mological realism in the manner of Popper.” 

Now, it was already noticed at an early stage that the semantic 
conception of truth cannot vindicate its claim to be an explication 
of the full meaning of the truth-predicate.?” The reason for this is 
that the disquotational function is not sufficiently informative be- 
cause it already presupposes the representational function. One 
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understands the meaning of Convention T when one knows what is 
meant (gemeint) with the right-hand side of the biconditional. The 
meaning of the truth-predicate in the sentence “Everything that the 
witness said yesterday is true” is parasitic on the assertoric mode of 
the witness’s assertions. Before an assertion can be quoted it must 
be “put forward.” This presupposed assertoric meaning can be ana- 
lyzed in an exemplary way by looking at the “yes” and “no” positions 
of participants in argumentation who raise or refute objections; it 
can also be seen in the “cautionary” use of the truth-predicate, which 
recalls the experience of participants in argumentation that even 
propositions that have been justified convincingly can turn out to be 
false. 

The truth-predicate belongs—though not exclusively—to the lan-. 
guage game of argumentation. For this reason its meaning can be 
elucidated (at least partly) according to its functions in this language 
game, that is, in the pragmatic dimension of a particular employment 
of the predicate. Whoever confines herself to the semantic dimen- 
sion of sentences and of metalinguistic commentaries on sentences 
comprehends only the reflection of a prior linguistic practice that, 
as remains to be shown, extends even into everyday practices. How- 
ever, the deflationary treatment of the concept of truth, through its 
semantic dimming of the pragmatic meaning of truth, has the ad- 
vantage of avoiding discussions about the “nature” of truth without 
having to forfeit a minimal orientation toward the distinction be- 
tween knowing and believing, between being-true and being-held-to- 
be-true. This strategy aims at uncoupling these elementary 
distinctions from the dispute about substantial epistemological 
views. If it can be shown that the semantic conception of truth is 
sufficient to explain the usual methods of inquiry and theory selec- 
tion—that is, sufficient also to explain what counts as “success” or 
“growth in knowledge” in the scientific enterprise—we can rescue 
the weak realist supposition of a world independent of our descrip- 
tions without boosting up the concept of truth in an epistemologi- 
cal-realist way.” 

On the other hand, science is not the only sphere—and not even 
the primary one—in which the truth-predicate has a use. Even if a 
deflationary concept of truth were sufficient for elucidating the fact 
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of science, for rendering the functioning of our practices of inquiry 
transparent, this would still not dissipate the contextualist doubt. For 
this doubt extends not only to the construction and selection of 
theories, indeed, not only to practices of argumentation in general: 
with respect to the pretheoretical orientation toward truth inherent 
in everyday practices, a semantic conception of truth simply does not 
help us at all. 

What is at issue in the lifeworld is the pragmatic role of a Janus- 
faced notion of truth that mediates between behavioral certainty and 
discursively justified assertibility. In the network of established prac- 
tices, implicitly raised validity claims that have been accepted against 
a broad background of intersubjectively shared convictions consti- 
tute the rails along which behavioral certainties run. However, as 
soon as these certainties lose their hold in the corset of self-evident 
beliefs, they are jolted out of tranquillity and transformed into a 
corresponding number of questionable topics that thereby become 
subject to debate. In moving from action to rational discourse,” 
what is initially naively held-to-be-true is released from the mode of 
behavioral certainty and assumes the form of a hypothetical propo- 
sition whose validity is left open for the duration of the discourse. 
The argumentation takes the form of a competition for the better 
arguments in favor of, or against, controversial validity claims, and 
serves the cooperative search for truth.” 

With this description of justificatory practices guided by the idea 
of truth, however, the problem is posed anew of how the systematic 
mobilization of good reasons, which at best lead to justified beliefs, 
is supposed nonetheless to be adequate for the purpose of discrimi- 
nating between justified and unjustified truth claims. To begin with, 
I simply want to keep hold of the picture of a circular process that 
presents itself to us from a perspective expanded by means of the 
theory of action: shaken-up behavioral certainties are transformed 
on the level of argumentation into controversial validity claims 
raised for hypothetical propositions; these claims are tested discur- 
sively—and, as the case may be, vindicated—with the result that the 
discursively accepted truths can return to the realm of action; with 
this, behavioral certainties (as the case may be, new ones), which rely 
on beliefs unproblematically held to be true, are produced once 
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more. What still remains to be explained is the mysterious power of 
the discursively achieved agreement that authorizes the participants 
in argumentation, in the role of actors, to accept unreservedly 
justified assertions as truths. For it is clear from the description from 
the point of view of action theory that argumentation can fulfill the 
role of troubleshooter with regard to behavioral certainties that have 
become problematic only if it is guided by truth in a context-inde- 
pendent—that is, unconditional—sense. 

Although when we adopt a reflexive attitude we know that all 
knowledge is fallible, in everyday life we cannot survive with -hy- 
potheses alone, that is, in a persistently fallibilist way. The organized 
fallibilism of scientific inquiry can deal hypothetically with contro- 
versial validity claims indefinitely because it serves to bring about 
agreements that are uncoupled from action. This model is not suitable 
for the lifeworld. Certainly, we have to make decisions in the life- 
world on the basis of incomplete information; moreover, existential 
risks such as the loss of those closest to us, sickness, old age, and 
death are the mark of human life. However, notwithstanding these 
uncertainties, everyday routines rest on an unqualified trust in the 
knowledge of lay people as much as experts. We would step on no 
bridge, use no car, undergo no operation, not even eat an exquisitely 
prepared meal if we did not consider the knowledge used to be 
safeguarded, if we did not hold the assumptions employed in the 
production and execution of our actions to be true. At any rate, the 
performative need for behavioral certainty rules out a reservation in 
principle with regard to truth, even though we know, as soon as the 
naive performance of actions is interrupted, that truth claims can 
be vindicated only discursively—that is, only within the relevant 
context of justification. Truth may be assimilated neither to behav- 
ioral certainty nor to justified assertibility. Evidently, only strong 
conceptions of knowledge and truth—open to the accusation of 
Platonism—can do justice to the unity of the illocutionary meaning 
of assertions, which take on different roles in the realms of action 
and discourse respectively. Whereas in everyday practices “truths” 
prop up behavioral certainties, in discourses they provide the refer- 
ence point for truth claims that are in principle fallible. 
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The Epistemic Conception of Truth in a Pragmatic Perspective 


The stubborn problem of the relation between truth and justifica- 
tion makes understandable the attempt to distinguish “truth” from 
“rational acceptability” through an idealization of the conditions of 
justification. This attempt proposes that a proposition justified ac- 
cording to “our” standards is distinguished from a true proposition 
in the same way that a proposition justified in a given context is 
distinguished from a proposition that could be justified in any con- 
text. A proposition is “true” if it could be justified under ideal 
epistemic conditions (Putnam)*! or could win argumentatively 
reached agreement in an ideal speech situation (Habermas) * or in 
an ideal communication community (Apel).*? What is true is what ` 
may be accepted as rational under ideal conditions. Convincing 
objections have been raised to this proposal, which dates back to 
Peirce. The objections are directed in part against conceptual 
difficulties with the ideal state adopted; in part they show that an 
idealization of justificatory conditions cannot achieve its goal be- 
cause it either distances truth too far from justified assertibility or 
nor far enough. 

The first kind of objection draws attention to the paradoxical 
nature of the notion of “complete” or “conclusive” knowledge— 
fixed as a limit concept—that, when its incompleteness and fallibility 
is taken away from it, would no longer be (human) knowledge.* 
Paradoxical, too, is the idea of a final consensus or definitive lan- 
guage that would bring to a standstill all further communication or 
all further interpretation, “with the result that what is meant as a 
situation of ideal mutual understanding stands revealed as a situ- 
ation beyond the necessity for (and the problems connected with) 
linguistic processes of reaching understanding.”* This objection is 
directed not just against an idealization that hypostatizes final states 
as attainable states in the world. Even if the ideal reference points are 
understood as aims that are not attainable in principle, or attainable 
only approximately, it remains “paradoxical that we would be 
obliged to strive for the realization of an ideal whose realization 
would be the end of human history.” As a regulative idea, the 
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critical point of the orientation toward truth becomes clear only 
when the formal or processual properties of argumentation, and not 
its aims, are idealized. 

The second kind of objection leads to the same conclusion. These 
objections are directed not against the incoherent results of the 
idealization of the targeted states but against the operation of ideali- 
zation itself. No matter how the value of the epistemic conditions is 
enhanced through idealizations, either they satisfy the uncondi- 
tional character of truth claims by means of requirements that cut 
off all connection with the practices of justification familiar to us, or 
else they retain the connection to practices familiar to us by paying 
the price that rational acceptability does not exclude the possibility 
of error even under these ideal conditions, that is, does not simulate 
a property “that cannot be lost”: “It would be apparent either that 
those conditions allow the possibility of error or that they are so 
ideal as to make no use of the intended connection with human 
abilities.”*” 

In his debates with Putnam, Apel, and me, Rorty makes use of 
these objections not in order to discredit the epistemization of truth 
but in order to radicalize it. With his opponents he shares the view 
that the standards for the rational acceptability of propositions, al- 
though they change historically, do not always do so arbitrarily. At 
least from the perspective of the participants, rationality standards 
are open to critique and can be “reformed,” that is, improved on the 
basis of good reasons. Unlike Putnam, however, Rorty does not want 
to take account of the fact of learning processes by conceding that 
justificatory practices are guided by an idea of truth that transcends 
the justificatory context in question. He completely rejects idealizing 
limit concepts and interprets the difference between justification 
and truth in such a way that a proponent is prepared in a given case 
to defend her views not only here and now but even in front of 
another audience. Whoever is oriented toward truth in this sense is 
willing “to justify his convictions in front of a competent audience” 
or “to increase the size or diversity of the conversational commu- 
nity.”*8 On Rorty’s view, every idealization that goes beyond this will 
founder on the problem that in idealizing we must always take 
something familiar as our point of departure; usually it is “us,” that 


367 
Richard Rorty’s Pragmatic Turn 


is, the communication community as we are familiar with it: “I can- 
not see what ‘idealized rational acceptability’ can mean except ‘ac- 
ceptability to an ideal community.’ Nor can I see, given that no such 
community is going to have a God’s eye view, that this ideal commu- 
nity can be anything more than us as we should like to be. Nor can 
I see what ‘us’ can mean here except: us educated, sophisticated, 
tolerant, wet liberals, the people who are always willing to hear the 
other side, to think out all their implications, etc.”* 

Of course, it can be objected to this that an idealization of the 
justificatory conditions does not in any way have to take the “thick” 
characteristics of one’s own culture as its point of departure; rather, 
it can start with the formal and processual characteristics of justifica- 
tory practices in general that, after all, are to be found in all cul- 
tures—even if not by any means always in institutionalized form. The 
fact that the practice of argumentation compels the participants 
themselves to make pragmatic assumptions with a counterfactual 
content fits in well with this. Whoever enters into discussion with the 
serious intention of becoming convinced of something through dia- 
logue with others has to presume performatively that the partici- 
pants allow their “yes” or “no” to be determined solely by the force 
of the better argument. However, with this they assume—normally 
in a counterfactual way—a speech situation that satisfies improbable 
conditions: openness to the public, inclusiveness, equal rights to 
participation, immunization against external or inherent compul- 
sion, as well as the participants’ orientation toward reaching under- 
standing (that is, the sincere expression of utterances).°° In these 
unavoidable presuppositions of argumentation, the intuition is ex- 
pressed that true propositions are resistant to spatially, socially, and 
temporally unconstrained attempts to refute them. What we hold to 
be true has to be defendable on the basis of good reasons not merely 
in a different context but in all possible contexts, that is, at any time 
and against anybody. This provides the inspiration for the discourse 
theory of truth: a proposition is true if it withstands all attempts to 
refute it under the demanding conditions of rational discourse.5! 

However, this does not mean that it is also true for this reason. A 
truth claim raised for “p” says that the truth conditions for “p” are 
satisfied. We have no other way of ascertaining whether or not this 
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is the case except by way of argumentation, for direct access to 
uninterpreted truth conditions is denied to us. But the fact that the 
truth conditions are satisfied does not itself become an epistemic 
fact just because we can only establish whether these conditions are 
satisfied by way of discursive vindication of the truth claim—whereby 
we have already had to interpret the truth conditions in light of the 
relevant sorts of reasons for the claim in question. 

A consistently epistemic reading of the discourse-theoretical expla- 
nation of truth already founders on the problem that not all of the 
processual properties mentioned retain a “connection with human 
abilities.” Nonetheless, with regard to the argumentative presuppo- 
sitions of general inclusiveness, equal rights to participation, freedom 
from repression, and orientation toward reaching understanding, we 
can imagine in the present what an approximately ideal satisfaction 
would look like. This does not hold for anticipation of the future, of 
future corroboration (Bewährung) ©? To be sure, the orientation to- 
ward the future, too, essentially has the critical point of reminding us 
of the ethnocentric limitation and the fallibility of every actually 
achieved agreement, no matter how rationally motivated; that is, it 
serves as a reminder to us of the possible further decentering of the 
perspective of our justification community. Time, however, is a con- 
straint of an ontological kind. Because all real discourses, conducted 
in actual time, are limited with regard to the future, we cannot know 
whether propositions that are rationally acceptable today will, even 
under approximately ideal conditions, assert themselves against at- 
tempts to refute them in the future as well. On the other hand, this 
very limitedness condemns our finite minds to be content with 
rational acceptability as sufficient proof of truth: “Whenever we raise 
truth claims on the basis of good arguments and convincing evi- 
dence we presume. . . that no new arguments or evidence will crop 
up in the future that would call our truth claim into question.” 

It is not so difficult to understand why participants in argumenta- 
tion, as subjects capable of speech and action, have to behave in this 
way if we look at a pragmatic description of their discourses, which 
are embedded in the lifeworld. In everyday practices, as we have 
seen, socialized individuals are dependent on behavioral certainties, 
which remain certainties only so long as they are sustained by a 
knowledge that is accepted unreservedly. Corresponding to this is 
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the grammatical fact that, when we put forward the assertion “p” in 
a performative attitude, we have to believe that “p” is true uncondi- 
tionally even though, when we adopt a reflexive attitude, we cannot 
rule out that tomorrow, or somewhere else, reasons and evidence 
could emerge that would invalidate “p.” However, this does not yet 
explain why we are permitted to regard a truth claim explicitly raised 
for “p” as vindicated as soon as the proposition is rationally accepted 
under conditions of rational discourse. What does it mean to say that 
truth claims can be “vindicated” discursively? 


The Pragmatic Conception of Truth 


It is still unclear what it is that authorizes us to regard as true a 
proposition that is presumed to be justified ideally—within the limits 
of finite minds. Wellmer speaks in this regard of a “surplus” residing 
in the “anticipation of future corroboration.” Perhaps it would be 
better to say that participants in argumentation who convince them- 
selves of the justification of a controversial validity claim have 
reached a point where they have been brought by the unconstrained 
force of the better argument to a certain shift in perspective. When, in 
the course of a process of argumentation, participants attain the 
conviction that, having taken on board all relevant information and 
having weighed up all the relevant reasons, they have exhausted the 
reservoir of potential possible objections to “p,” then all motives for 
continuing argumentation have been, as it were, used up. At any rate 
there is no longer any rational motivation for retaining a hypothetical 
attitude toward the truth claim raised for “p” but temporarily left 
open. From the perspective of actors who have temporarily adopted 
a reflexive attitude in order to restore a partially disturbed back- 
ground understanding, the de-problematization of the disputed 
truth claim means that a license is issued for return to the attitude 
of actors who are involved in dealing with the world more naively. 
As soon as the differences in opinion are resolved between “us” and 
“others” with regard to what is the case, “our” world can merge once 
more with “the” world. 

When this shift takes place we, who as participants in argumenta- 
tion accept the truth claim for “p” as justified, reappoint the state of 
_ affairs “that p’—problematized up to now—with its rights as an 
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assertion Mp that can be raised from the perspective of the first 
person. An assertion that has been disposed of argumentatively in this 
way and returned to the realm of action takes its place in an inter- 
subjectively shared lifeworld from within whose horizon we, the 
actors, refer to something in a single objective world. It is a matter 
here of a formal supposition, not one that prejudges specific content 
nor one that suggests the goal of the “correct picture of the nature 
of things” that Rorty always connects with a realist intuition. Because 
acting subjects have to cope with “the” world, they cannot avoid 
being realists in the context of their lifeworld. Moreover, they are 
allowed to be realists because their language games and practices, so 
long as they function in a way that is proof against disappointment, 
“prove their truth” (sich bewähren) in being carried on. 

This pragmatic authority responsible for certainty—interpreted in 
a realist way with the help of the supposition of an objective world— 
is suspended on the reflexive level of discourses, which are relieved 
of the burdens of action and where only arguments count. Here, our 
gaze turns away from the objective world, and the disappointments 
we experience in our direct dealings with it, to focus exclusively on 
our conflicting interpretations of the world. In this intersubjective 
dimension of contested interpretations, an assertion “proves its 
truth” solely on the basis of reasons, that is, with reference to the 
authority responsible for possible refutation, not for practically ex- 
perienced disappointment. Here, however, the fallibilist conscious- 
ness that we can err even in the case of well-justified beliefs depends 
on an orientation toward truth whose roots extend into the realism 
of everyday practices—a realism no longer in force within discourse. 
The orientation toward unconditional truth, which compels partici- 
pants in argumentation to presuppose ideal justificatory conditions 
and requires of them an ever-increasing decentering of the justifica- 
tion community, is a reflex of that other difference—required in the 
lifeworld—between believing and knowing; this distinction relies on 
the supposition, anchored in the communicative use of language, of 
a single objective world.°* In this way, the lifeworld with its strong, 
action-related conceptions of truth and knowledge projects into dis- 
course and provides the reference point—transcending justifica- 
tion—that keeps alive among participants in argumentation a 


371 
Richard Rorty’s Pragmatic Turn 


consciousness of the fallibility of their interpretations. Conversely, 
this fallibilist consciousness also reacts back upon everyday practices 
without thereby destroying the dogmatism of the lifeworld. For 
actors, who as participants in argumentation have learned that 
no conviction is proof against criticism, develop in the lifeworld, 
too, rather less dogmatic attitudes toward their problematized 
convictions. 

This stereoscopic perception of processes of cooperation and 
communication, layered according to action-contexts and discourses, 
allows us recognize the embeddedness of discourses in the lifeworld. 
Convictions play a different role in action than in discourse and 
“prove their truth” in a different way in the former than in the latter. 
In everyday practices, a prereflexive “coping with the world” decides 
whether convictions “function” or are drawn into the maelstrom of 
problematization, whereas in argumentation it depends solely on 
reasons whether controversial validity claims deserve rationally mo- 
tivated recognition. It is true that the question of the internal rela- 
tion between justification and truth poses itself only on the reflexive 
level; however, only the interaction between actions and discourses 
permits an answer to this question. The contextualist doubt cannot 
be dissipated so long as we persist in remaining on the level of 
argumentation and neglect the transformation—secured by per- 
sonal union, as it were—of the knowledge of those who act into the 
knowledge of those who argue, while equally neglecting the transfer 
of knowledge in the opposite direction. Only the entwining of the 
two different pragmatic roles played by the Janus-faced concept of 
truth in action-contexts and in rational discourses respectively can 
explain why a justification successful in a local context points in favor 
of the context-independent truth of the justified belief. Just as, on 
the one hand, the concept of truth allows translation of shaken-up 
behavioral certainties into problematized propositions, so too, on 
the other hand, does the firmly retained orientation toward truth 
permit the translation back of discursively justified assertions into 
reestablished behavioral certainties. 

To explain this we have only to bring together in the right way the 
partial statements assembled here up to now. In the lifeworld actors 
depend on behavioral certainties. They have to cope with a world 
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presumed to be objective and, for this reason, operate with the 
distinction between believing and knowing.” There is a practical 
necessity to rely intuitively on what is unconditionally held-to-be- 
true. This mode of unconditionally holding-to-be-true is reflected on 
the discursive level in the connotations of truth claims that point 
beyond the given context of justification and require the supposition 
of ideal justificatory conditions—with a resulting decentering of the 
justification community. For this reason, the process of justification 
can be guided by a notion of truth that transcends justification al- 
though it is always already operatively effective in the realm of action. The 
function of the validity of statements in everyday practices explains 
why the discursive vindication of validity claims may at the same time 
be interpreted as the satisfaction of a pragmatic need for justifica- 
tion. This need for justification, which sets in train the transforma- 
tion of shaken-up behavioral certainties into problematized validity 
claims, can be satisfied only by a translation of discursively justified 
beliefs back into behavioral truths. 

Because it is, in the end, this interaction that dissipates the con- 
textualist doubt about everyday realist intuitions, the objection 
seems likely that the whole dispute is prejudiced by my tendentious 
description of the embedding of discourses in the lifeworld. Rorty 
would certainly not deny the connection between rational discourse 
and action. He would also agree with our establishing of a connec- 
tion between the two perspectives: between the perspective of the 
participants in argumentation who seek to convince each other of 
the correctness of their interpretations, and the perspective of acting 
subjects involved in their language games and practices, However, 
Rorty would not distinguish these perspectives from each other in 
such a way that the one is relativized against the other. For the 
purpose of his description, he borrows from the perspective of par- 
ticipants in argumentation the imprisonment in dialogue that pre- 
vents us from breaking free from contexts of justification; at the 
same time, he borrows from the perspective of actors the mode of 
coping with the world. It is through the blending into one another of 
these opposing perspectives that the ethnocentric certainty is 
formed—a certainty that prompts Rorty to ask the question of why 
we should in the first place attempt to bring the contextualist knowl- 
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edge obtained through reflexive experiences in argumentation into 
harmony with the everyday realism ascribed to the lifeworld. If the 
actors in the lifeworld—temporarily—cannot avoid being “realists,” 
so much the worse for them. In that case it is up to the philosophers 
to reform the misleading commonsense conception of truth. 

To be sure, deflationism, operating along the lines of Michael 
Williams with a semantic conception of truth, is still too strong for 
this purpose. Instead, Rorty rigorously carries through to its conclu- 
sion an epistemization of the concept of truth. Because there is 
nothing apart from justification, and because nothing follows for the 
truth of a proposition from its justified assertibility, the concept of 
truth is superfluous. “The difference between justification and truth 
is one which makes no difference except for the reminder that 
justification to one audience is not justification to another.” Even 
the only nonredundant use of the truth-predicate—the “cautionary” 
one—requires reinterpretation. It is a matter of inventing and im- 
plementing a new vocabulary that does without a concept of truth 
and eliminates realist intuitions (such as the supposition of an ob- 
jective world, talk of representing facts, and so forth): “We simply 
refuse to talk in a certain way, the Platonic way. .. . Our efforts at 
persuasion must take the form of gradual inculcation of new ways of 
speaking, rather than of straightforward argumentation with old 
ways of speaking.” 


The Naturalization of Linguistified Reason 


Rorty’s program of reeducation has provoked questions and objec- 
tions.°® In the first instance, Rorty himself must shoulder the burden 
of proof for his unwillingness to leave the language of common 
sense as it is. As a rule, pragmatists make substantial allowances for 
themselves on the basis that their views are at one with common 
sense. Strangely enough, neopragmatists boast of their role as “athe- 
ists in an overwhelmingly religious culture.” Their therapy is sup- 
posed to reach through the pathological language games of 
philosophers to the distortions for which Platonism is responsible in 
daily life itself. In order to make plausible Platonism’s idealist vio- 
lence, Rorty has to let himself in for a diagnosis of the history of 
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Western metaphysics as a history of decline. However, what Heideg- 
ger or Derrida, for example, have to say in their own fairly meta- 
physical ways about the critique of metaphysics is, on Rorty’s 
estimation, more part of the “edifying” literature that is supposed to 
be reserved for private perfection of the self and cannot, at any rate, 
serve the public critique of alienated living conditions.’ 

Of course, more important than the motivation for this enterprise 
is the question of its viability. I would like to conclude with just two 
questions in this regard: 


a. Is the envisaged revision of our self-understanding compatible 
with the fact of an ability to learn that is not already constricted a 
priori? 

b. What is to happen to the normative character of reason, and how 
counterintuitive is the proposed neo-Darwinist self-description of 
rational beings? 


a. The program of a rational revision of deeply rooted Platonic 
prejudices presumes we are capable of a learning process that not 
only can take place within a given vocabulary and according to the 
standards prevailing in a given context but that seizes hold of the 
vocabulary and standards themselves. This reason alone requires 
Rorty to provide a suitable equivalent for an orientation toward truth 
that aims beyond the prevailing context of justification. If, however, 
the distinction between “true” and “justified” shrinks to the fact that 
the proponent is prepared to defend “p” even in front of a different 
audience, the reference point for such an anticipation [of truth] is 
missing. Rorty counters this objection by conceding a cautious ide- 
alization of justificatory conditions. He allows that what traditionally 
was called the “pursuit of truth” might just as well be described as 
the “pursuit of intersubjective, unforced agreement among larger 
and larger groups of interlocutors”: “We hope to justify our belief to 
as many and as large audiences as possible. ”©° Rorty, it is true, does 
not want this to be understood as an orientation toward an “ever- 
retreating goal,” that is, as a regulative idea. Even the larger audi- 
ence and the overarching context are supposed to be no more than 
a different audience and a different context. Nonetheless, Rorty 
adds to this description the qualifications mentioned: ever-expand- 
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ing size and ever-increasing diversity—that is, conditions that ham- 
per the possible success of argumentation in certain, not completely 
arbitrary, ways. 

Rorty cannot explain this impediment to the success of argumen- 
tation that is unnecessary from a functional point of view. With the 
orientation toward “more and more,” “larger and larger,” and “in- 
creasingly diverse” audiences, Rorty brings a weak idealization into 
play that, on his premise, is far from self-evident. As soon as the 
concept of truth is eliminated in favor of a context-dependent 
epistemic validity-for-us, the normative reference point necessary to 
explain why a proponent should endeavor to seek agreement for “p” 
beyond the boundaries of her own group is missing. The information that 
the agreement of an increasingly large audience gives us increasingly 
less reason to fear that we will be refuted presupposes the very 
interest that has to be explained: the desire for “as much intersub- 
jective agreement as possible.” If something is “true” if and only if it 
is recognized as justified “by us” because it is good “for us,” there is 
no rational motive for expanding the circle of members. No reason 
exists for the decentering expansion of the justification community 
especially since Rorty defines “my own ethnos” as the group in front 
of which I feel obliged to give an account of myself. There is, how- 
ever, No normative justification for any further orientation toward 
the agreement of “strangers,” merely an explanatory pointer toward 
the arbitrary features of a “liberal Western culture” in which “we 
intellectuals” adopt a more or less undogmatic attitude. But even we 
are assured by Rorty that, “we must, in practice, privilege our own 
group, even though there can be no noncircular justification for 
doing so.” 

b. In losing the regulative idea of truth, the practice of justifica- 
tion loses that point of orientation by means of which standards of 
justification are distinguished from “customary” norms. The sociolo- 
gizing of the practice of justification means a naturalization of rea- 
son. As a rule, social norms can be described not merely from the 
point of view of a sociological observer but also from the perspective 
of participants in light of the standards they hold to be true. Without 
a reference to truth or reason, however, the standards themselves 
would no longer have any possibility of selfcorrection and would 
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thus for their part forfeit the status of norms capable of being 
justified. In this respect, they would no longer even be customary 
norms. They would be nothing more than social facts, although they 
would continue to claim validity “for us,” the relevant justification 
community. If, despite this, the practice of justification is not to 
collapse, and if the predicate “rational” is not to lose its normative 
character—that is, if both are to continue to be able to function— 
the rationality standards valid for us have to be, if not justified, then 
at least explained. 

For this Rorty falls back on a naturalist description of human 
beings as organisms that develop tools in order to adapt themselves 
optimally to their environment with the aim of satisfying their needs. 
Language, too, is such a tool—and not, for instance, a medium for 
representing reality: “No matter whether the tool is a hammer or a 
gun or a belief or a statement, tool-using is part of the interaction 
of the organism with its environment.” What appears to us as the 
normative dimension of the linguistically constituted human mind 
merely gives expression to the fact that intelligent operations are 
functional for the preservation of a species that, through acting, must 
“cope” with reality. This neo-Darwinist self-description demands an 
ironic price. For Rorty, in replacing the “correct description of facts” 
with “successful adaptation to the environment,” merely exchanges 
one kind of objectivism for another: the objectivism of “represented” 
reality for the objectivism of instrumentally “mastered” reality. Al- 
though admittedly, with this, the direction of fit for interaction 
between human beings and world is changed, what remains the 
same is the reference point of an objective world as the totality of 
everything that we can, in the one case, “represent,” in the other, 
“deal with.” 

The pragmatic turn was supposed to replace the representa- 
tionalist model of knowledge with a communication model that sets 
successful intersubjective mutual understanding (Verständigung) in 
the place of a chimerical objectivity of experience. It is, however, 
precisely this intersubjective dimension that is in turn closed off in 
an objectivating description of processes of cooperation and com- 
munication that can be grasped as such only from the perspective of 
participants. Rorty uses a jargon that no longer permits any differ- 
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entiation between the perspectives of the participant and the ob- 
server. Interpersonal relationships, which are owed to the intersub- 
jective possession of a shared language, are assimilated to the pattern 
of adaptive behavior (or instrumental action). A corresponding de- 
differentiation between the strategic and the nonstrategic use of 
language, between action oriented toward success and action ori- 
ented toward reaching understanding, robs Rorty of the conceptual 
means for doing justice to the intuitive distinctions between convinc- 
ing and persuading, between motivation through reasons and causal 
exertion of influence, between learning and indoctrination. The 
counterintuitive mingling of the one with the other has the unpleas- 
ant consequence that we lose the critical standards operating in 
everyday life. Rorty’s naturalist strategy leads to a categorial level- ing 
of distinctions of such a kind that our descriptions lose their sensitivity 
for differences that do make a difference in everyday practices. 
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On the Distinction between Poetic and 
Communicative Uses of Language (1985) 


From this complex discussion [between Jacques Derrida and John 
Searle],! Jonathan Culler selects as the central issue the question of 
whether John Austin succeeds in making what appears to be a totally 
harmless, provisional, and purely methodological move. Austin 
wants to analyze the rules intuitively mastered by competent speak- 
ers, in accordance with which typical speech acts can be executed 
successfully. He begins this analysis by focusing on sentences from 
normal everyday practices that are uttered seriously and used as simply 
and literally as possible. Thus, the unit of analysis, the standard 
speech act, is the result of certain abstractions. The theoretician of 
speech acts directs his attention to a sample of normal linguistic 
utterances from which all complex, derivative, parasitic, and deviant 
cases have been excluded. Underlying this demarcation is a concep- 
tion of “customary” or normal linguistic practice—a concept of “or- 
dinary language” whose harmlessness and consistency Derrida calls 
into question. Austin’s intention is clear: he wants to analyze the 
universal properties of, for example, “promises” with respect to cases 
in which the utterance of corresponding sentences actually functions 
as a promise. Now, there are contexts in which such sentences lose 
the illocutionary force of a promise. Spoken by an actor on the stage, 
as part of a poem, or even within a monologue, a promise, as Austin 
tells us, becomes “peculiarly null and void.” The same holds for a 
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promise that occurs in a quotation, or for one that is merely men- 
tioned. In such contexts, there is no serious or binding use, and 
sometimes not even a literal use, of the corresponding performative 
sentence, but rather a derivative or parasitic use. As Searle repeats 
insistently, fictional or simulated or indirect modes of use are “para- 
sitic” in the sense that logically they presuppose the possibility of a 
serious, literal, and binding use of the sentences grammatically ap- 
propriate for promises. Culler extracts essentially three objections 
from Derrida’s texts; these are aimed at showing the impossibility of 
such a use of language and are meant to demonstrate that the usual 
distinctions between serious and simulated, literal and metaphorical, 
everyday and fictional, and customary and parasitic modes of speech 
collapse. 

a. With his initial argument, Derrida posits a not very illuminat- 
ing link between quotability and iterability, on the one hand, and 
fictionality, on the other. The quotation of a promise is only appar- 
ently something secondary in comparison with a directly made 
promise, for the indirect reporting of a performative utterance in a 
quotation is a form of repetition, and as quotability presupposes the 
possibility of repetition in accordance with a rule, that is, conven- 
tionality, it belongs to the essence of every conventionally generated 
utterance—and thus also to that of performative utterances—that it 
can be quoted and, in the broader sense, fictionally reproduced: “If 
it were not possible for a character in a play to make a promise, there 
could be no promises in real life, for what makes it possible to 
promise, as Austin tells us, is the existence of a conventional proce- 
dure, of formulas one can repeat. For me to be able to make a 
promise in ‘real life,’ there must be iterable procedures or formulas 
such as are used on stage. ‘Serious’ behavior is a special case of 
role-playing.” 

In this argument, Derrida obviously already presupposes what he 
wants to prove: that every convention that permits the repetition of 
exemplary actions intrinsically possesses not merely a symbolic but 
also a fictional character. But it would first have to be shown that 
conventions relating to play ultimately are indistinguishable from 
norms of action. Austin uses the quotation of a promise as an exam- 
ple of a derivative or parasitic form because the illocutionary force 
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is removed from the quoted promise through the form of indirect 
speech: it is thereby taken out of the context in which it “functions,” 
that is, in which it coordinates the actions of the various participants 
in interaction and gives rise to consequences relevant for action. 
Only the speech act actually performed in a given instance is effective 
as action; the promise mentioned in quotation, or reported, depends 
grammatically upon this. Such a setting depriving it of its illocution- 
ary force constitutes the bridge between quotation and fictional 
representation. Even action on the stage rests on a basis of everyday 
actions (on the part of the actors, director, stageworkers, and theater 
employees); in the context of this framework, promises can function 
in a different way than they do “on stage,” giving rise to obligations 
relevant for the sequel of action. Derrida makes no attempt to 
“deconstruct” this distinctive functional mode of everyday language 
within communicative action. In the illocutionary binding and 
bonding (bindende) force of linguistic utterances, Austin discovered 
a mechanism for coordinating action that subjects normal speech— 
speech that is part of everyday practices—to constraints different 
from those of fictional speech, simulation, and interior monologue. 
The constraints under which illocutionary acts develop an action- 
coordinating force and give rise to consequences relevant for action 
define the domain of “normal” language. They can be analyzed as 
those idealizing suppositions that we have to make in communicative 
action. 

b. The second argument raised by Culler, with Derrida, against 
Austin and Searle relates to just such idealizations. Any generalizing 
analysis of speech acts has to be able to specify general contextual 
conditions for the illocutionary success of standardized speech acts. 
Searle, in particular, has taken on this task.” Linguistic expressions, 
however, change their meanings depending on shifting contexts; 
moreover, contexts are so constituted as to be open to ever-wider- 
reaching specification. It is one of the peculiarities of our language 
that we can release utterances from their original contexts and trans- 
plant them into different ones—Derrida speaks of “grafting.” In this 
manner, we can, in relation to a speech act such as a “marriage vow,” 
think of ever-new and more improbable contexts; the specification 
of general contextual conditions does not run up against any natural 
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limits: “Suppose that the requirements for a marriage ceremony 
were met but that one of the partners were under hypnosis, or again 
that the ceremony were impeccable in all respects but had been 
called a ‘rehearsal,’ or finally, that while the speaker was a minister 
licensed to perform weddings and the couple had obtained a li- 
cense, the three of them were on this occasion acting in a play that, 
coincidentally, included a wedding ceremony.” Such a variation of 
contexts producing changes in meaning cannot in principle be ar- 
rested or controlled, because contexts cannot be exhausted, that is, 
they cannot be mastered theoretically once and for all. Culler shows 
convincingly that Austin cannot escape this difficulty even by taking 
refuge in the intentions of speakers and hearers. It is not the 
thoughts of bride, bridegroom, or priest that decide the validity of 
the ceremony, but their actions and the circumstances under which 
they are carried out. “What counts is the plausibility of the descrip- 
tion of the circumstances: whether the features of the context ad- 
duced create a frame that alters the illocutionary force of the 
utterances.” 

Searle has reacted to this difficulty by introducing a qualification 
to the effect that the literal meaning of a sentence does not com- 
pletely fix the validity conditions of the speech act in which it is 
employed; rather, it depends on tacit supplementation by a system 
of background assumptions regarding the normality of general con- 
ditions in the world. These prereflective background certainties are 
of a holistic nature; they cannot be exhausted by a countably finite 
set of specifications. Sentence-meanings, no matter how well ana- 
lyzed, thus are valid only relative to a shared background knowledge 
that is constitutive of the lifeworld of a linguistic community. How- 
ever, Searle makes clear that positing such a relation by no means 
brings with it the meaning-relativism that Derrida aims to show. So 
long as language games are functioning and the preunderstanding 
constitutive of the lifeworld has not broken down, participants 
reckon with conditions in the world—and clearly, rightly so—that 
are assumed as “normal” in their linguistic community. And in cases 
where individual background convictions do become problematic, 
they further assume that they could in principle reach a rationally 
motivated agreement. Both are strong, that is to say, idealizing sup- 
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positions; but these idealizations are not logocentric, arbitrary acts 
that theoreticians bring to bear on unmanageable contexts in order 
to give the appearance of mastering them; rather, they are presup- 
positions that the participants themselves have to make if communi- 
cative action is to be possible at all. 

c. The role of idealizing suppositions can also be clarified in con- 
nection with some other consequences of this same state of affairs. 
Because contexts are changeable and can be expanded in any 
direction whatsoever, the same text can be open to different read- 
ings; it is the text itself that makes possible its uncontrollable effec- 
tive history (Wirkungsgeschichte). However, Derrida’s deliberately 
paradoxical statement that every interpretation is inevitably a misin- 
terpretation, and every understanding a misunderstanding, does not 
follow from this venerable hermeneutic insight. Culler justifies the 
statement “All readings are misreadings” as follows: “If a text can be 
understood, it can in principle be understood repeatedly, by differ- 
ent readers in different circumstances. These acts of reading or 
understanding are not, of course, identical. They involve modifica- 
tions and differences, but differences which are deemed not to 
matter. We can thus say .. . that understanding is a special case of 
misunderstanding, a particular deviation or determination of misun- 
derstanding. It is misunderstanding whose misses do not matter.” 
However, Culler leaves one thing out of consideration. The produc- 
tivity of the process of understanding remains unproblematic only 
so long as all participants retain hold of the reference point of a 
possible, actually reached, mutual understanding (Verständigung) in 
which the same utterances are assigned the same meaning. As Gada- 
mer has shown, even the hermeneutic endeavor, which aims to 
bridge temporal and cultural distances, remains oriented toward the 
idea of a possible, actually achieved, agreement. 

Under the pressure to make decisions inherent in everyday com- 
municative practices, participants are dependent on an action- 
coordinating agreement. The more removed interpretations are 
from this kind of “serious situation,” the more they can free them- 
selves from the idealizing supposition of an achievable consensus. 
But they can never wholly free themselves from the idea that misin- 
terpretations would in principle have to be criticizable in terms of 
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an agreement aimed for in an ideal way. The interpreter does not 
impose this idea on her object; rather, in the performative attitude 
of a participating observer, she takes it over from those participating 
directly who can act communicatively only on the presupposition of inter- 
subjectively identical ascriptions of meaning. Thus, I do not wish to 
marshal a Wittgensteinian positivism of language games against Der- 
rida’s thesis. It is not any given habitualized practice that decides just 
what meaning is attributed to a text or an utterance.” Rather, lan- 
guage games work only because they presuppose idealizations that 
transcend any particular language game, idealizations that—as a 
necessary condition of possible mutual understanding—give rise to 
the perspective of an agreement that is open to criticism on the basis 
of validity claims. A language operating under these kinds of con- 
straints is subject to an ongoing test. Everyday communicative prac- 
tices, in which actors have to reach understanding about something 
in the world, stand under the need to prove their worth; such a proof 
of worth is made possible in the first place by these idealizing sup- 
positions. It is on the basis of this need for everyday linguistic prac- 
tices to prove their worth that one may distinguish, with Austin and 
Searle, between “customary” and “parasitic” uses of language. 

Up to this point I have criticized Derrida’s third and fundamental 
assumption only to the extent that (against Culler’s reconstruction 
of Derridian arguments) I have defended the possibility of demar- 
cating normal language from derivative forms. I have not yet shown 
how fictional speech can be demarcated from the normal (that is, 
everyday) use of language. This aspect is the most important one for 
Derrida. If “literature” and “writing” constitute the model for a 
universal insurmountable textual context within which all genre 
distinctions ultimately dissolve, they cannot be split off from other 
discourses as an autonomous realm of fiction. For the literary critics 
who follow Derrida in the United States, the thesis of the autonomy 
of the linguistic work of art is unacceptable for the further reason 
that they want to set themselves off from the formalism of New 
Criticism and from structuralist aesthetics. 

The Prague Structuralists originally tried to distinguish poetic 
from ordinary language with respect to the relation of each to 
extralinguistic reality. Insofar as language occurs in communicative 
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functions, it has to produce relations between the linguistic expres- 
sion and speaker, hearer, and state of affairs represented. Bühler 
conceptualized this in his semiotic schema as the sign functions of 
expression, appeal, and representation.® To the extent that language 
fulfills a poetic function, however, it does so in the reflexive relation 
of the linguistic expression to itself. Consequently, reference to an 
object, informational content, and truth-value—validity conditions 
in general—are extrinsic to poetic language; an utterance is poetic 
to the extent that it is directed to the linguistic medium itself, to its 
own linguistic form. Roman Jakobson integrated this specification 
into an expanded schema of language functions. In addition to the 
basic functions, which go back to Bühler—expressing the speaker’s 
intentions, establishing interpersonal relations, and representing 
states of affairs—and two further functions relating to making con- 
tact and to the code, he ascribes to linguistic utterances a poetic 
function, which directs our attention to “the message as such.”” We 
are less concerned here with a closer characterization of the poetic 
function (in accordance with which the principle of equivalence is 
projected from the axis of selection to the axis of combination) than 
with an interesting consequence that is important for our problem 
of delimiting normal (from other kinds of) speech: “Any attempt to 
reduce the sphere of poetic function to poetry or to confine poetry 
to poetic function would be a delusive oversimplification. Poetic 
function is not the sole function of verbal art, but only its dominant, 
determining function, whereas in all other verbal activities it acts as 
a subsidiary, accessory constituent. This function, by promoting the 
palpability of signs, deepens the fundamental dichotomy of signs 
and objects. Hence, when dealing with poetic function, linguistics 
cannot limit itself to the field of poetry.”!° Poetic speech, therefore, 
is to be distinguished only by virtue of the primary and structure- 
forming force of a certain function that is always fulfilled together 
with other language functions. 

Richard Ohmann makes use of Austin’s approach in order to 
examine the specific features of poetic language in this sense. For 
him, the phenomenon in need of explanation is the fictionality of 
the linguistic work of art, that is, the generation of aesthetic appear- 
ance (Schein), with which a second arena, specifically removed from 
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reality, is opened up on the basis of ongoing everyday practices. 
What distinguishes poetic language is its “world-generating” capac- 
ity: “A literary work creates a world . . . by providing the reader with 
impaired and incomplete speech acts which he completes by supply- 
ing the appropriate circumstances.”!! The peculiar disempowerment of 
speech acts, which generates fictions, consists in the fact that speech 
acts are robbed of their illocutionary force, retaining illocutionary 
meanings only as refracted by indirect reporting or quotation: “A 
literary work is a discourse whose sentences lack the illocutionary 
forces that would normally attach to them. Its illocutionary force is 
mimetic. . . . Specifically, a literary work purportedly imitates a series 
of speech acts, which in fact have no other existence. By doing so, it 
leads the reader to imagine a speaker, a situation, a set of ancillary 
events, and so on.”!? The bracketing of illocutionary force virtualizes 
the relations to the world in which the speech acts are involved 
thanks to their illocutionary force, and releases the participants in 
interaction from an obligation to reach understanding about some- 
thing in the world on the basis of idealizing suppositions in such a 
way that they can coordinate their plans of action and thus enter 
into obligations relevant to the sequel of action: “Since the quasi- 
speech acts of literature are not carrying on the world’s business—de- 
scribing, urging, contracting, etc.—the reader may well attend to 
them in a nonpragmatic way.”!? Neutralizing their binding and 
bonding force relieves the disempowered illocutionary acts from the 
pressure to make decisions intrinsic to everyday communicative 
practices, removes them from the sphere of normal speech, and 
thereby empowers them for the playful creation of new worlds—or, 
rather, for the unmitigated demonstration of the world-disclosing 
force of innovative linguistic expressions. This specialization in the 
world-disclosing function of language explains the peculiar self- 
referentiality of poetic language to which Jakobson refers and that 
prompts Geoffrey Hartman to pose the rhetorical question: “Is not 
literary language the name we give to a diction whose frame of 
reference is such that the words stand out as words (even as sounds) 
rather than being, at once, assimilable meanings?”!* 

Mary L. Pratt refers to Ohmann’s studies"? in order to refute—ad- 
mittedly by means of speech-act theory—the thesis of the inde- 
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pendence of the literary work of art in Derrida’s sense. She does not 
consider fictionality, the bracketing of illocutionary force, and the 
uncoupling of poetic language from everyday communicative prac- 
tices to be decisive selective criteria, because fictional elements of 
language such as jokes, irony, fantasies, stories, and parables pervade 
our everyday discourse and in no way constitute an autonomous 
universe cut off from “the world’s business.” Conversely, works of 
nonfiction, memoirs, travel reports, historical romances, even romans 
a clef or thrillers that, like Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood, adapt a 
factually documented case in no way create an unambiguously 
fictional world, even though we often count these productions, for 
the most part at least, as “literature.” Pratt uses the results of studies 
in sociolinguistics by W. Labov!® to prove that natural narratives, that 
is, the “stories” told spontaneously or on request in everyday life, 
obey the same rhetorical laws of construction as, and exhibit similar 
structural characteristics to, literary narratives. “Labov’s data make 
it necessary to account for narrative rhetoric in terms that are not 
exclusively literary; the fact that fictive or mimetically organized 
utterances can occur in almost any realm of extraliterary discourse 
requires that we do the same for fictivity or mimesis. In other 
words, the relation between a work’s fictivity and its literariness is 
indirect.”!” 

Nonetheless, the fact that normal language is permeated with 
fictional, narrative, metaphorical—in general, with rhetorical—ele- 
ments does not yet speak against the attempt to explain the auton- 
omy of the linguistic work of art by the bracketing of illocutionary 
forces. For, according to Jakobson, fictionality is a distinguishing 
feature suited to demarcating literature from everyday discourses 
only to the extent that the world-disclosing function of language 
predominates over the other linguistic functions and determines the 
structure of the linguistic construct. In a certain respect, it is the 
refraction and partial sublation (Aufhebung) of illocutionary validity 
claims that distinguishes the story from the eyewitness statement, 
teasing from insulting, irony from misleading, hypothesis from asser- 
tion, fantasy from perception, the training maneuver from the act of 
warfare, and the imagined scenario from the report on an actual 
catastrophe. But in none of these cases do the illocutionary acts lose 


392 
Chapter 9 


their action-coordinating binding and bonding force. Even in the 
cases adduced for the sake of comparison, the communicative func- 
tions of the speech act remain intact insofar as the fictional elements 
cannot be detached from contexts of life-practice. The world-disclos- 
ing function of language does not gain independence vis-a-vis the 
expressive, regulative, and informative functions. By contrast, pre- 
cisely this may be the case in Truman Capote’s literary treatment of 
a particular event, notorious in legal circles and carefully researched; 
for what grounds the primacy and the structuring force of the poetic 
function is not the deviation of a fictional representation from the 
documentary report of an event, but the exemplary way of dealing 
with it that takes the case out of its context and makes it the occasion 
for an innovative, world-disclosing, and eye-opening representation 
in which the rhetorical means of representation depart from com- 
municative routines and take on a life of their own. 

It is interesting to see how Pratt is compelled to work out this 
poetic function against her will. Her sociolinguistic counterproposal 
begins with an analysis of the speech situation that poetic speech 
shares with other discourses—that arrangement whereby a narrator 
or lecturer turns to a public and calls its attention to a text. The text 
is subjected to certain procedures of preparation and selection be- 
fore it is ready for delivery. Finally, before a text can lay claim to the 
patience and capacity for judgment of the audience, it has to satisfy 
certain criteria of relevance: it has to be worth telling. The tellability is 
assessed in terms of the manifestation of some significant exemplary 
experience. In its content, a tellable text reaches beyond the local 
context of the immediate speech situation and is open to further 
elaboration: “As might be expected, these two features—contextual 
detachability and susceptibility to elaboration—are equally impor- 
tant characteristics of literary utterances.”!® Of course, literary texts 
share these characteristics with “display texts” in general. The latter 
are characterized with respect to their special communicative func- 
tions: they are designed to serve “a purpose I have described as that 
of verbally representing states of affairs and experiences which are 
held to be unusual or problematic in such a way that the addressee 
will respond affectively in the intended way, adopt the intended 
evaluation and interpretation, take pleasure in doing so, and gener- 
ally find the whole undertaking worth it.”!” One sees how the prag- 
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matic analyst of language stalks literary texts from outside, as it were. 
Of course, the latter have to satisfy a final condition; in the case of 
literary texts, tellability must gain predominance over other func- 
tional characteristics: “In the end, tellability can take precedence 
over assertibility itself.”?° Only in this case do the functional de- 
mands and structural constraints of everyday communicative prac- 
tices (which Pratt defines by means of Grice’s conversational 
postulates) lose their force. That everyone is concerned to present 
her contribution to the conversation informatively, to be relevant, 
straightforward, and to avoid obscure, ambiguous, and longwinded 
utterances are idealizing suppositions of normal language in commu- 
nicative action, but not of poetic speech: “Our tolerance, indeed 
propensity, for elaboration when dealing with the tellable suggests 
that, in Gricean terms, the standards of quantity, quality, and manner 
for display texts differ from those Grice suggests for declarative 
speech in his maxims.”?! 

In the end, the analysis leads to a confirmation of the thesis that 
it would like to refute. To the degree that the poetic, world-disclosing 
function of language gains primacy and structure-forming force, 
language escapes the structural constraints and communicative func- 
tions of everyday life. The space of fiction, which is opened up when 
linguistic forms of expression become reflexive, results from the fact 
that the illocutionary binding and bonding forces become ineffec- 
tive—as do the idealizations that make possible a use of language 
oriented toward reaching understanding, thereby enabling a coordi- 
nation of plans of action that operates via the intersubjective recog- 
nition of criticizable validity claims. One can also read Derrida’s 
debate with Austin as a denial of this domain of everyday communi- 
cative practices, which is structured according to a logic of its own; 
the denial of such a domain corresponds to the denial of an autono- 
mous realm of fiction. 


2 


Because Derrida denies both of the above, he is able to analyze any 
given discourse in accordance with the model of poetic language, 
and do so as though language in general were determined by the 
poetic use of language specialized in world-disclosure. From this 
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viewpoint, language as such converges with literature or indeed with 
“writing.” This aestheticizing of language, which is purchased with the 
twofold denial of the independent logics of normal and poetic speech, also 
explains Derrida’s insensitivity toward the tension-filled polarity be- 
tween the poetic, world-disclosing function of language and its pro- 
saic, innerworldly functions; these functions are taken into account 
by a modified version of Bühler’s schema of language functions.” 

Linguistically mediated processes such as the acquisition of knowl- 
edge, the transmission of culture, the formation of personal identity, 
socialization, and social integration involve mastering problems 
posed in the world; they owe the independence of learning proc- 
esses, which Derrida cannot acknowledge, to the independent logics 
of these problems and the linguistic medium tailored to deal with 
them. For Derrida, linguistically mediated processes in the world are 
embedded in a world-constituting context that prejudices everything; 
they are fatalistically at the mercy of the happenings of text creation 
beyond their control, overwhelmed by the poetic-creative transfor- 
mation of a background designed by archewriting, and condemned 
to be temporally and spatially limited. An aesthetic contextualism 
blinds him to the fact that everyday communicative practices, by 
virtue of their built-in idealizations, make possible learning proc- 
esses in the world, in relation to which the world-disclosing power 
of interpreting language has to prove its worth. These learning proc- 
esses develop an independent logic that transcends all local barriers 
because experiences and judgments are formed only in the light of 
criticizable validity claims. Derrida neglects the potential for nega- 
tion inherent in the validity basis of action oriented toward reaching 
understanding; he allows the capacity to solve problems to disappear 
behind the world-creating capacity of language; the former capacity 
is possessed by language as the medium through which those acting 
communicatively enter into relations to the world whenever they 
reach understanding with one another about something in the ob- 
jective world, in their common social world, or in the subjective 
worlds to which each has privileged access. 

Richard Rorty carries out a similar act of leveling. Unlike Derrida, 
however, he does not remain idealistically fixated upon the history 
of metaphysics as a transcendent happening (Ubergeschehen) that de- 
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termines everything within the world. According to Rorty, science 
and morality, economics and politics, are at the mercy of a process 
of language-creating protuberances in just the same way as art and 
philosophy. Like Kuhnian history of science, the flux of interpreta- 
tions flows rhythmically between the revolutionizing and normaliza- 
tion of language. Rorty observes this back-and-forth movement 
between two situations in all domains of cultural life: 


One is the sort of situation encountered when people pretty much agree on 
what is wanted, and are talking about how best to get it. In such a situation 
there is no need to say anything terribly unfamiliar, for argument is typically 
about the truth of assertions rather than about the utility of vocabularies. 
The contrasting situation is one in which everything is up for grabs at 
once—in which the motives and the terms of discussions are a central 
subject of argument. .. . In such periods people begin to toss around old 
words in new senses, to throw in the occasional neologism, and thus to 
hammer out a new idiom which initially attracts attention to itself and only 
later gets put to work.?? 


One notices how the Nietzschean pathos of a Lebensphilosophie that 
has made the linguistic turn beclouds the sober insights of pragma- 
tism; in the picture painted by Rorty, the renovative process of lin- 
guistic world-disclosure no longer has a counterpoise in the processes 
of critical testing that are part of innerworldly practices. The “yes” 
and “no” of communicatively acting actors is prejudiced and rheto- 
rically overdetermined by their linguistic contexts to such a degree 
that the anomalies occurring during the phases of exhaustion are 
presented only as symptoms of waning vitality, as aging processes, as 
processes analogous to natural ones—and are not seen as the result 
of unsuccessful solutions to problems and invalid answers. 
Innerworldly linguistic practices draw their power of negation 
from validity claims that go beyond the horizons of the currently 
given context. But the contextualist conception of language, laden 
as it is with Lebensphilosophie, is insensitive to the actually existing 
force of the counterfactual, which makes itself felt in the idealizing 
presuppositions of communicative action. For this reason, Derrida 
and Rorty also fail to recognize the peculiar status of discourses, 
which are differentiated from everyday communication and tailored 
to a single validity dimension (truth or normative rightness), that is, 
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to a single complex of problems (questions of truth or justice). In 
modern societies, the spheres of science, morality, and law have 
erystallized around these forms of argumentation. The correspond- 
ing cultural systems of action administer problemsolving capacities in a 
way similar to that in which the enterprises of art and literature 
administer capacities for world-disclosure. Because Derrida overgeneral- 
izes this one linguistic function—the poetic—he no longer notices 
the complex relation between the normal language of everyday 
practices and the two noneveryday spheres, which are differentiated, 
as it were, in opposite directions. The polar tension between world- 
disclosure and problemsolving is held together within the cluster of 
functions of everyday language; but art and literature, on the one 
hand, and science, morality, and law, on the other, specialize in 
experiences and kinds of knowledge that develop and can be worked 
out within the catchment area of just one linguistic function and one 
dimension of validity, respectively. Derrida holistically levels these 
complicated relations in order to equate philosophy with literature 
and criticism. He fails to recognize the special status that both phi- 
losophy and literary criticism, each in its own way, assume as media- 
tors between the cultures of experts and the everyday world. 

On the one hand, literary criticism, institutionalized in Europe 
since the eighteenth century, contributes to the differentiation of art 
[from other value spheres]. It reacts to the increasing autonomy of 
linguistic works of art by means of discourses specializing in ques- 
tions of taste. In such discourses, the claims with which literary texts 
appear are submitted to examination—claims to “artistic truth,” aes- 
thetic harmony, exemplary validity, innovative power, and authentic- 
ity. In this respect, aesthetic criticism is similar to the forms of 
argumentation specializing in propositional truth and normative 
rightness, that is, to theoretical and practical discourses. It is, how- 
ever, not merely an esoteric component of a culture of experts but, 
over and above this, has the task of mediating between the cultures 
of experts and the everyday world. 

This bridging function of art criticism is more clearly evident with 
regard to music and the plastic arts than with regard to literary 
works, which are, of course, already formulated in the medium of 
language, even if it is a poetic, self-referential one. In this second, 
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exoteric respect, criticism accomplishes a process of translation of a 
unique kind. It draws the experiential content of the work of art into 
normal language; the innovative potential of art and literature for 
the forms of life and life-histories that reproduce themselves via 
everyday communicative action can be unleashed only in this maieu- 
tic way. This innovative potential then finds expression in the 
changed composition of an evaluative vocabulary—in the renovation 
of value-orientations and need interpretations—which alters the 
tincture of modes of life through altering modes of perception. 

Like literary criticism, philosophy, too, takes up a position with 
two fronts—or at least this is true of modern philosophy, which no 
longer promises to vindicate the claims of religion in the name of 
theory. On the one hand, it directs its interest to the foundations of 
science, morality, and law and attaches theoretical claims to its state- 
ments. It distinguishes itself by posing problems with a universalist 
thrust and by its strong theoretical strategies, thereby maintaining 
an intimate relationship with the sciences. And yet philosophy is not 
simply an esoteric component of a culture of experts. It maintains 
just as intimate a relationship with the totality of the lifeworld and 
with sound common sense, even if it relentlessly and subversively 
shakes up the certainties of everyday practices. In the face of systems 
of knowledge differentiated according to particular dimensions of 
validity, philosophical thinking represents the lifeworld’s interests in 
the totality of functions and structures that are clustered together 
and combined in communicative action. Admittedly, it maintains 
this relation to totality by means of a reflexivity lacking in the life- 
world’s background, which is present intuitively. 

If one becomes aware of this (here merely sketched) two-front 
position of [literary] criticism and philosophy—toward the everyday 
world, on the one hand, and toward the special cultures of art and 
literature, science, morality, and law, on the other—it becomes clear 
what the leveling of the genre distinction between philosophy and 
literature, and the assimilation of philosophy to literature and of 
literature to philosophy (as contended above), mean. Such a leveling 
mixes up the constellations in which the rhetorical elements of 
language take on entirely different roles. The rhetorical element occurs 
in its pure form only in the self-referentiality of poetic expression, that 
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is, in the language of fiction, which specializes in world-disclosure. 
The normal language of everyday life, too, is ineradicably rhetorical; 
but here, within the cluster of multiple language functions, the 
rhetorical elements recede. In the routines of everyday practices, the 
world-constituting linguistic framework is nearly paralyzed. The 
same holds for the specialized languages of science and technology, 
law, morality, economics, political science, and so forth. They, too, 
are nourished by the illuminating power of metaphorical tropes; but 
the rhetorical elements—although by no means exterminated—are 
tamed, as it were, and enlisted for special purposes of problem- 
solving. 

The rhetorical dimension plays a different and more important 
role in the languages of literary criticism and philosophy. Both are 
faced with tasks that are paradoxical in similar ways. They are sup- 
posed to feed the contents of expert cultures, in each of which 
knowledge is accumulated under just one aspect of validity, into 
everyday linguistic practices in which the various language functions 
and aspects of validity remain intermeshed, forming a syndrome. At 
the same time literary criticism and philosophy are supposed to 
accomplish this task of mediation using means of expression taken 
from particular languages specializing in questions of taste or truth. 
They can resolve this paradox only by rhetorically expanding and 
enriching their special languages to the extent required to link 
up—in a targeted way—indirect communications with manifest pro- 
positional contents. This explains the strong rhetorical strain char- 
acteristic of studies by literary critics and philosophers alike. 
Eminent critics and major philosophers are also writers of stature. 
In their rhetorical accomplishments, literary criticism and philoso- 
phy have a family relationship with literature—and to this extent, 
with one another as well. However, their family relationship does not 
extend beyond this. For, in each of these enterprises, the tools of 
rhetoric are subordinated respectively to the discipline of a different 
form of argumentation. 

If, following Derrida’s recommendation, philosophical thinking 
were to be relieved of the duty of solving problems and made to 
assume the function of literary criticism, it would be robbed not 
merely of its seriousness, but also of its productivity and capacity for 
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achievement. Conversely, the literary-critical capacity for judgment 
loses its potency when, as envisioned by Derrida’s disciples in litera- 
ture departments, it switches from appropriating the content of 
aesthetic experience into a critique of metaphysics. The false assimi- 
lation of one enterprise to the other robs both of their substance. 
And so we return to the issue with which we started. Whoever trans- 
poses the radical critique of reason into the domain of rhetoric in 
order to defuse the paradox of self-referentiality also dulls the sword 
of the critique of reason. The false pretension of eliminating the 
genre distinction between philosophy and literature cannot lead us 
out of this aporia.?* 
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24, At any rate, our reflections have brought us to the point from where we can see 
why Heidegger, Adorno, and Derrida get into this aporia at all. They continue to 
defend themselves as though, like the first generation of Hegelian disciples, they were 
still living in the shadow of the “last” philosopher. They are still battling against the 
“strong” conceptions of theory, truth, and system that have in fact belonged to the 
past for over a century and a half. They still think they have to arouse philosophy 
from what Derrida calls “the dream of its heart.” They believe they have to tear 
philosophy away from the delusion of expounding a theory that has the last word. 
Such a comprehensive, closed, and definitive system of propositions would have to 
be formulated in a language that is selfexplicating, that neither needs nor permits 
further commentary, and that thereby brings to a standstill the effective history 
(Wirkungsgeschichte) in which interpretation is heaped upon interpretation endlessly. 
Rorty speaks of the demand for a language “which can receive no gloss, requires no 
interpretation, cannot be distanced, cannot be sneered at by later generations. It is 
the hope for a vocabulary which is intrinsically and self-evidently final, not only the 
most comprehensive and fruitful vocabulary we have come up with so far” (Rorty, 
Consequences of Pragmatism, pp. 93f.). 

If reason were bound, under penalty of demise, to hold on to these classical goals 
of metaphysics, pursued from Parmenides to Hegel; if reason as such (even after 
Hegel) stood before the alternative of either insisting on the strong conceptions of 
theory, truth, and system as they were customary in the great tradition or of renounc- 
ing itself, then an adequate critique of reason would have to be so very radical that it 
could scarcely avoid the paradox of self-referentiality. Nietzsche saw the matter in this 
way. And, unfortunately, Heidegger, Adorno, and Derrida, too, still seem to confuse 
the universalist posing of questions that continues to be part of philosophy with the 
long since abandoned claims to universalist status that philosophy once alleged its 
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answers to have. Today, however, it is evident that the scope of universalist ques- 
tions—for instance, the question of the necessary conditions for the rationality of 
utterances, or of the general pragmatic presuppositions of communicative action and 
argumentation—does indeed have to be reflected in the grammatical form of uni- 
versal propositions; it does not, however, have to be reflected in any unconditional 
validity or “ultimate foundations” claimed for such universalist propositions or for 
their theoretical framework. The fallibilist consciousness of the sciences has long 
since caught up with philosophy as well. 

With this kind of fallibilism, we, philosophers and nonphilosophers alike, do not 
in any way dispense with truth claims. Such claims cannot be raised in the perfor- 
mative attitude of the first person in any other way than as claims that— qua claims— 
transcend space and time. But we are also aware that there is no zero-context for 
truth claims. Truth claims are raised here and now and have a built-in orientation 
toward criticism. Hence we reckon with the trivial possibility that they will be revised 
at some future date or in some other context. Just as it always has, philosophy 
understands itself as the guardian of rationality in the sense of a claim of reason 
endogenous to our form of life. In its work, however, philosophy prefers a combina- 
tion of strong propositions with weak status claims; this is so little totalitarian that 
there is no call for a totalizing critique of reason against it. On this point cf. J. Haber- 
mas, “Philosophy as Stand-In and Interpreter,” in Moral Consciousness and Communi- 
cative Action, trans. C. Lenhardt and S. W. Nicholsen (Cambridge, Mass., 1990). 


10 
uestions and Counterquestions (1985) 


I am happy to accept the editor’s invitation to respond to the articles 
by Richard Rorty, Martin Jay, Thomas McCarthy, and Joel White- 
book.! Though critical, their friendly spirit reveals that we are all 
concerned, if not with the same problems, then at least with the 
same themes. At the same time, it is immediately apparent that there 
is some difference between us, for instance, between Rorty and 
myself. The gaps between the different universes of discourse be- 
come so wide at times that the mixture of reciprocal interpretations, 
suppositions, and misunderstandings suddenly also serves to reveal 
residual unconscious presuppositions, implications, and background 
assumptions. All this amounts to the quite normal confusion in 
conversation among friends who have sufficiently different points of 
view. 

The confusion of lines of argument is much more drastic in con- 
troversies among adversaries who, feeling that their identity is threat- 
ened by the others’ fundamental convictions, struggle with 
rhetorical weapons. Scarcely anyone would disagree that such dis- 
tances and oppositions have increased and intensified in the modern 
age, which has itself become a philosophical topic of the first rank 
since the eighteenth century. Individuals, groups, and nations have 
drifted far apart as regards their backgrounds of biographical and 
sociocultural experience. This pluralization of diverging universes of 
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discourse is part of specifically modern experience; the shattering of 
naive consensus is the impetus for what Hegel calls “the experience 
of reflection.” We cannot now simply wish this experience away; we 
can only negate it. In the framework of our culture, invested as it is 
with reflection, the thrust of this experience has to be worked 
through not only politically but also philosophically. Today we can 
survey the spectrum of answers given by philosophers: roughly speak- 
ing, it extends all the way from historicism to transcendentalism. 

On the one hand, Dilthey, Weber, Jaspers, and Kolakowski take an 
affirmative position on the growing pluralism of “gods and demons” 
(Glaubensmächte), existential modes of being, myths, value attitudes, 
and metaphysical or religious worldviews. A philosophy that treats 
forms of truth in the plural is supposed to leave to the sciences the 
job of providing an adequate reservoir of consensual knowledge. On 
the other hand, philosophers such as Husserl, the early Wittgenstein, 
Popper, and Apel all attempt to maintain, at a higher level of abstrac- 
tion, the unity of reason, even if only in a procedural sense. They 
distill the common characteristics of rational activity that must im- 
plicitly be presupposed in the pluralism of “gods and demons” and 
in the argumentative collisions between universes of discourse. In 
this way, there arise what Rorty calls “metanarratives,” that is, the 
theories of rationality that are supposed to account for why, and in 
what sense, we can still connect our convictions as well as our de- 
scriptive, normative, and evaluative statements with a transcending 
validity claim that goes beyond merely local contexts. 

These are philosophical answers to the unavoidable experience of 
modernity; when they are sharpened into the opposition between 
relativism and absolutism, an unmediated confrontation emerges be- 
tween pure historicism and pure transcendentalism. At that point, 
the failures of both positions become clear: the one side carries the 
burden of self-referential, pragmatic contradictions and paradoxes 
that violate our need for consistency; the other side is burdened with 
a foundationalism that conflicts with our consciousness of the falli- 
bility of human knowledge. No one who reflects on this situation 
would want to be left in this bind. 

In the context of our discussion here, this reading of the present 
situation is not really in dispute, although Rorty, Bernstein, and I 
react to it in different ways. Forcefully freeing himself from the 
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straightjacket of analytic philosophy, Richard Rorty has undertaken 
the most ambitious project: he wants to destroy the tradition of the 
philosophy of consciousness—from its Cartesian beginnings—with 
the aim of showing the pointlessness of the entire discussion of the 
foundations and limits of knowledge. He concludes that philoso- 
phers, to be rid of the problem, need only recognize the hybrid 
character of their controversies and give the field over to the practi- 
tioners of science, politics, and daily life. Like the later Wittgenstein, 
Rorty sees philosophy itself as the sickness whose symptoms it pre- 
viously and unsuccessfully tried to cure. But Rorty is still enough of 
a philosopher to give a reason for his recommendation that we avoid 
the Holzweg of philosophical justification; one shouldn’t scratch 
where it doesn’t itch. It is just this assumption that “it doesn’t itch” 
that I find problematic. 

Forms of life are totalities that always emerge in the plural. Their 
coexistence may cause friction, but this difference does not automat- 
ically result in their incompatibility. Something similar is the case for 
the pluralism of values and belief systems. The closer the proximity 
in which competing “gods and demons” have to live with each other 
in political communities, the more tolerance they demand; but they 
are not incompatible. Convictions can contradict one another only 
when those concerned with problems define them in a similar way, 
believe them to require resolution, and want to decide issues on the 
basis of good reasons. 

To be sure, it is also a characteristic of modernity that we have 
grown accustomed to living with disagreement in the realm of ques- 
tions that admit of “truth;” we simply put controversial validity claims 
to one side “for the time being.” Nonetheless, we perceive this plu- 
ralism of contradictory convictions as an incentive for learning proc- 
esses; we live in the expectation of future resolutions. As long as we 
retain the perspective of participants and do not merely look over 
our own shoulders as historians and ethnographers, we maintain 
precisely the distinctions that Rorty wants to retract: between valid 
and socially accepted views, between good arguments and those that 
are merely successful for a certain audience at a certain time. 

In believing that he can consistently replace the implicitly norma- 
tive conception of “valid arguments” with the descriptive concept of 
“arguments held to be true for us at this time,” Rorty commits an 
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objectivist fallacy. We could not even understand the meaning of 
what we describe from a third-person perspective as argumentative 
conduct if we had not already learned the performative attitude of 
a participant in argumentation, that is, what it means from the 
perspective of the first person to raise a validity claim that points 
beyond the provincial agreements of the specific local context. Only 
this capacity gives our opinions the character of convictions. (This is 
no less true for everyday communicative practices than for argumen- 
tative disputes about the hypothetical validity of statements.) Any 
mutual understanding produced in communication and reproduced 
in the lifeworld is based on a reservoir of potential reasons that may 
be challenged, reasons that force us to take a rationally motivated 
position of “yes” or “no.” This calls for a different type of attitude from 
that which we bring to the claims of merely influential ideas. From 
the perspective of the participant, a moment of unconditionality is 
built into the conditions of action oriented toward reaching under- 
standing. From the perspective of the first person, the question of 
which beliefs are justified is a question of which beliefs are based on 
good reasons; it is not a function of life-habits that enjoy social 
currency in some places and not in others. 

And because in the modern age the gaps between competing 
convictions reach deep into the domain of questions that “admit of 
truth,” there exists, contrary to Rorty, a philosophical interest “to see 
social practices of justification as more than just such practices.” 
The stubbornness with which philosophy clings to the role of the 
“guardian of reason” can hardly be dismissed as an idiosyncrasy of 
self-absorbed intellectuals, especially in a period in which basic 
irrationalist undercurrents are being transmuted once again into a 
dubious form of politics. In my opinion, it is precisely the neocon- 
servatives who articulate, intensify, and spread this mood of the times 
via the mass media—with such an effect that “it itches.” 


2 


In his latest book, Richard Bernstein gives us another answer: in- 
stead of bidding farewell to philosophy from the artificially alienated 
viewpoint of an ethnologist, he turns it toward the practical. While 
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Rorty absolutizes the perspective of the observer, Bernstein remains 
within the perspective of the participant and enters into a debate 
that today leads beyond the mistaken alternatives of historicism and 
transcendentalism, a debate going on between Gadamer, Arendt, 
Rorty, and me, among others.? Bernstein does not end his splendid 
reconstruction of the diverse paths of this discussion—a discussion 
that has not yet come to a close—with a proposal for a theoretical 
solution; he ends it rather with a practical recommendation: we 
ought to act under the presupposition of the unifying power of 
communicative reason. In order to make this argument more intel- 
ligible, let me cite a thesis of Herbert Schnädelbach with which 
Bernstein would probably agree: “that the difference between what 
we always claim for our rationality and what we are actually able to 
explicate as rational can in principle never be eliminated.” If I 
understand the conclusion of his book correctly, it is for this reason 
that Bernstein from the start locates the moment of unconditionality 
built into the universalist validity claims of our communicative prac- 
tices in the horizon of practical reason; he finds in the communica- 
tive infrastructure of the lifeworld a practical postulate, one that is 
dictated by reason itself. He refuses to regard the procedural unity 
of rationality within the historical and cultural multiplicity of stan- 
dards of rationality as a question that is accessible to theoretical 
treatment. 

I suspect that behind Bernstein’s argumentative strategy there lies 
an absolutizing of the perspective of the participant that is comple- 
mentary to Rorty’s absolutizing of that of the observer. I do not see 
why one could not, at least in a preliminary way, explore a third 
path—one that I have embarked upon with my theory of communi- 
cative action. According to this approach, philosophy surrenders its 
claim to be the sole representative in matters of rationality and 
enters into a nonexclusive division of labor with the reconstructive 
sciences. It has the aim of clarifying the presuppositions of the 
rationality of processes of reaching understanding that may be pre- 
sumed to be universal because they are unavoidable. Then philoso- 
phy shares with the sciences a fallibilist consciousness in that its 
strong universalist suppositions require confirmation in an inter- 
play with empirical theories.? This revisionary self-understanding of 
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the role of philosophy marks a break with the aspirations of first 
philosophy (Ursprungsphilosophie) in any form, even that of the the- 
ory of knowledge; but it does not mean that philosophy abandons 
its role as the guardian of rationality. With its self-imposed modesty 
of method, a philosophy starting from formal pragmatics preserves 
the possibility of speaking of rationality in the singular. Unlike the 
sciences, it has to account reflectively for its own context of emer- 
gence and thus for its own place in history.® For this reason, 
“metanarratives,” in the sense of foundational “ultimate groundings” 
or totalizing philosophies of history, could never even arise. 

The most important achievement of such an approach is the 
possibility of clarifying a concept of communicative rationality that 
escapes the snares of Western logocentrism. Instead of following 
Nietzsche’s path of a totalizing and self-referential critique ofreason, 
whether it be via Heidegger to Derrida, or via Bataille to Foucault,’ 
and throwing the baby out with the bath water, it is more promising 
to seek this end through the analysis of the already operative poten- 
tial for rationality contained in everyday practices of communica- 
tion. Here the validity dimensions of propositional truth, normative 
rightness, and subjective truthfulness (Wahrhaftigkeit) or authenticity 
are entwined with each other. From this network of a bodily and 
interactively shaped, historically situated reason, our philosophical 
tradition has selected out only the single thread of propositional 
truth and theoretical reason and stylized it into the monopoly of 
humanity. The common ground that unites both von Humboldt and 
pragmatism with the later Wittgenstein and Austin is their opposi- 
tion to the ontological privileging of the world of entities, the episte- 
mological privileging of contact with objects or existing states of 
affairs, and the semantic privileging of assertoric sentences and pro- 
positional truth. Logocentrism means neglecting the complexity of 
reason effectively operating in the lifeworld, and restricting reason 
to its cognitive-instrumental dimension (a dimension, we might add, 
that has been noticeably privileged and selectively utilized in proc- 
esses of capitalist modernization). 

Rorty takes Western logocentrism as an indication of the exhaus- 
tion of our philosophical discourse and as a reason to bid farewell 
to philosophy as such. This way of reading the tradition could not 
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be maintained if philosophy were to be transformed in such a way 
as to enable it to cope with the entire spectrum of aspects of ration- 
ality—and with the historical fate of a reason that has been arrested 
again and again, ideologically misused and distorted, but that also 
stubbornly raises its voice in every inconspicuous act of successful 
communication. Such a transformation is possible only if philosophy 
does not remain fixated on the natural sciences. Had Rorty not 
shared this fixation, he might have entertained a more flexible and 
accepting relationship to the philosophical tradition. Fortunately, 
not all philosophizing can be subsumed under the paradigm of the 
philosophy of consciousness. 

Rorty believes that the need in the modern age for self-reassur- 
ance is a capricious problem created by intellectuals—indeed, even 
a typically German problem. In his view it arises from the esoteric 
Weltschmerz of small intellectual circles, from the preoccupation with 
a world that was lost along with the religious beliefs of their fathers. 
But does it not remain an open question whether or not the socially 
integrative powers of religious tradition that have been shaken up 
by enlightenment can find an equivalent in the unifying, consensus- 
creating power of reason? This was indeed the motivation behind 
German Idealism; this type of idealism has found equally influential 
proponents in the tradition of Peirce, Royce, Mead, and Dewey, in 
which Rorty prefers to place himself. What is perhaps specifically 
German is the philosophical concept of alienation, both in the 
Hegelian-Marxist version and in the early Romantic version taken up 
by Nietzsche. The same theme resonates not only in poststructuralist 
France; since the 1960s, and I need not remind Rorty of this, the 
discussion of modernity in conflict with itself has nowhere been so 
lively as in the United States—admittedly, more so among social 
scientists and psychologists than among analytic philosophers. Carl 
Schorske even thought he could see intellectual affinities between 
the contemporary American scene and Weimar Germany. While the 
expression “postmodern” was not invented by American neoconser- 
vatives, they at least popularized it. 

Do not these and similar signs indicate that intellectuals articulate 
shifts in mood, which they in no way invent but which have instead 
palpable social and often economic causes? As a good pragmatist, I 
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hold the view that a philosopher’s capacity to create problems 
through intentionally inciting doubt is quite limited. I share Peirce’s 
doubt about any type of Cartesian doubt. Problems emerge in situ- 
ations over which we are not in control; they are something that 
objectively happens to us. The slogan that leftist intellectuals are the 
cause of the misery they analyze has been bandied about for too long 
among rightist intellectuals in Germany to be credible. It is no more 
credible in the attractive packaging of a theory of the new class. 

To me, the notion of intellectual “value elites” is absolutely worth- 
less. Like Rorty, I have for a long time identified myself with the 
radical democratic mentality that is present in the best American 
traditions and articulated in American pragmatism. This mentality 
takes seriously what appears to so-called radical thinkers as so much 
reformist naiveté. Dewey’s “attempt to concretize concerns with the 
daily problems of one’s community” expresses both a practice and 
an attitude. It is a maxim of action about which it is in fact superflu- 
ous to philosophize. 

Rorty puts in question the entire undertaking of the theory of 
communicative action. As opposed to this form of questioning, the 
reservations of Martin Jay, Thomas McCarthy, and Joe] Whitebook 
concern particular steps in its execution. These authors direct their 
attention to complications in my attempt to work out the concept of 
communicative rationality. Jay points out an under illuminated as- 
pect; McCarthy touches upon a central difficulty, Whitebook deals 
with a problem that emerges as a consequence of the theory. Within 
the framework of a brief reply, I can respond only by alluding to how 
I have dealt with some of these problems in the past and how I would 
like to work on others in the future. An added difficulty here is that 
only McCarthy directs his remarks to my more recent works. 


3 


With a great deal of hermeneutic sensitivity, Martin Jay has collected 
and interpreted my scattered remarks on the question of aesthetic 
modernity. In every case these remarks had a secondary character 
to the extent that they arose only in the context of other topics and 
always in relation to the discussions among Adorno, Benjamin, and 
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Marcuse. In The Theory of Communicative Action, my discussion of Max 
Weber’s theory of culture and his diagnosis of the times required 
understanding the autonomous art that emerged in modern Europe 
(together with art criticism institutionalized since the eighteenth 
century) as the product of a disintegration and as the result of a 
process of rationalization. Weber described the rationalization of 
worldviews as a process of decomposition and differentiation. On 
the one hand, the basic substantive concepts with which the world 
orders of “salvation history” and cosmology were constructed have 
dissolved; with this dissolution, ontic, moral, and expressive aspects 
are no longer fused into one and the same concept. Without the 
possibility of recourse to God and the cosmic order as an origin, 
theological and metaphysical forms of grounding lose their credibil- 
ity. On the other hand, profane forms of “knowledge” that are 
relatively independent of one another have arisen alongside a sub- 
jectivized “faith.” Philosophy, forced into the position of mediator, 
becomes dependent on these. As documented in the division of 
Kant’s three Critiques, questions of truth are differentiated from 
questions of justice and these in turn from questions of taste. 

Originating in the eighteenth century, idealist aesthetics strictly 
distinguished aesthetic pleasure from other “empirical” forms of 
satisfaction; that is, it separated the beautiful and the sublime, on 
the one hand, from the useful and the desirable, on the other. Art 
emerges with its own proper claim, as do science and technology, law 
and morality. Max Weber speaks of the internal or independent logic 
(Eigensinn) of each of these three cultural value spheres, which are 
also separated from one another institutionally in the form of func- 
tionally specified systems of action. Since the investigations of Ar- 
nold Hauser into the social history of modern art, this institutional 
differentiation of art has frequently been analyzed.® 

There is no need here to go into the external aspects of the 
transformation of the forms of production of art, the purposes to 
which it was put, or the modes of its reception in the transition from 
sacrally bound art, through the art of the court and patron, to 
bourgeois commercialized art.” What is in dispute are the internal 
aspects of the independent logic of autonomous art since the eight- 
eenth century. One of the two questions raised by Martin Jay is the 
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extent to which one can speak of an aesthetic-practical rationality, or 
even of a learning process, in this sphere. 

There is an unmistakable indicator for the fact that a certain type 
of “knowing” is objectified in art works, albeit in a different way than 
in theoretical discourse or in legal or moral representations. These 
objectivations of spirit, too, are fallible and hence criticizable. Art 
criticism arose at the same time as the autonomous work of art; and, 
since then, it has become an established insight that the work of art 
calls for the interpretation, evaluation, and even “linguistification” 
( Versprachlichung) of its semantic content. Art criticism has developed 
forms of argumentation that specifically differentiate it from the 
argumentative forms of theoretical and moral-practical discourse.!® 
As distinct from merely subjective preference, the fact that we link 
judgments of taste to a criticizable validity claim presupposes nonar- 
bitrary standards for the judgment of art. As the philosophical dis- 
cussion of “artistic truth” reveals, works of art raise claims with 
regard to their unity or harmony (Stimmigkeit), their authenticity, 
and the success of their expressions, against which they may be 
assessed and in terms of which they may fail. For this reason I believe 
that a pragmatic logic of argumentation is the most appropriate 
guiding thread with the help of which the “aesthetic-practical” type 
of rationality can be differentiated over and against other types of 
rationality. 

When we refer to learning processes, it is the works of art them- 
selves, and not the discourses about them, that are the locus of 
directed and cumulative transformations. As McCarthy correctly 
notes, what accumulates are not epistemic contents but, rather, the 
effects of the differentiation, with its own independent logic, of a 
special sort of experience: precisely those aesthetic experiences of 
which only a decentered, unbound subjectivity is capable. Authentic 
experiences of this type are possible only to the extent that the 
categories of the patterned expectations of organized daily experi- 
ence collapse, that the routines of daily action and conventions of 
ordinary life are destroyed, and the normality of foreseeable and 
accountable certainties are suspended. The ever-more radical un- 
coupling of this potential for experience, the purification of the 
aesthetic from admixtures of the cognitive, the useful, and the 
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moral, is mirrored in the reflections of the early Romantic period 
(especially in Friedrich Schlegel’s work), in the aestheticism of 
Baudelaire and the Symbolists, in the program of lart pour lart, in 
the surrealistic celebration of illumination through shock effects, 
with its ambivalence of attraction and repulsion, of broken continu- 
ity, of the shudder of profanization, of agitated disgust—in short, in 
the reflection of those moments in which the bewildered subject 
“transgresses his boundaries,” as Bataille puts it. What is reflected in 
these interpretations and declarations is a transformation of the 
form of aesthetic experience, induced by avant-garde art itself, in the 
direction of the decentering and unbounding of subjectivity. At the 
same time, this decentering indicates an increased sensitivity to what 
remains unassimilated in the interpretive achievements of prag- 
matic, epistemic, and moral mastery of the demands and challenges 
of everyday situations; it effects an openness to the expurgated ele- 
ments of the unconscious, the fantastic, and the mad, the material 
and the bodily—thus to everything in our speechless contact with 
reality that is so fleeting, so contingent, so immediate, so individual- 
ized, simultaneously so far and so near that it escapes our normal 
categorical grasp. 

Benjamin called this style of experience “concentrated distrac- 
tion” and set it off from the contemplative style of experience. The 
characteristics and tendencies of the development of avant-garde art, 
analyzed repeatedly since Benjamin and Adorno, point in the direc- 
tion of the former style of experience. The loss of aura and the 
importance of allegory are continuous with the destruction of the 
organically unified work of art and its pretended totality of meaning; 
one can think here of the incorporation of the ugly, of the negative 
as such. By treating materials, methods, and techniques reflectively, 
the artist opens up a space for experiment and play and transfers 
the activity of the genius to “free construction” (freie Arbeit) ."! Forced 
novelty, dependence on the latest trends, and the accelerated pace 
of fads perpetuate the creative break with the tradition and serve to 
make all stylistic means equally accessible. Art becomes a laboratory, 
the critic an expert, the development of art the medium of a learn- 
ing process—here, naturally, not in the sense of an accumulation of 
epistemic contents, of an aesthetic “progress,” which is possible only 
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in individual dimensions, but nonetheless in the sense of a concen- 
trically expanding, progressive exploration of a realm of possibilities 
structurally opened up with the autonomization of art. (I do not 
know whether or not the results of Piaget’s genetic psychology are 
as appropriate here for the analysis of this “level of learning” as they 
are for the analysis of the stages of postconventional conceptions of 
law and morality. I tend to be rather skeptical.) 

Martin Jay’s other question concerns the relation between the 
independence of art in a culture of experts and the cultural impov- 
erishment of the lifeworld. Jay asks why I do not unambiguously 
decide between Adorno and Benjamin—between the esotericism of 
the exclusive, often hermetically sealed avant-garde work of art, and 
the hopes for profane illumination in exoteric mass art. He notes 
that I seem to find some truth in both positions. 

Peter Burger takes an unambiguous position. In his view, the 
impulse of several avant-garde movements to rebel against the insti- 
tutionalization of art, against its being split off from the lifeworld, 
was correct despite the failure of the surrealist revolt.'? I do not 
differ with this judgment per se. The intention of redeeming a 
promise of happiness, whose superabundance radiates beyond art, is 
part of art itself. But this intention cannot be realized in the way in 
which the surrealists wanted, through the liquidation of aesthetic 
appearance (Schein) as the medium of artistic representation. This 
false sublation (Aufhebung) of art into life certainly does not pre- 
clude the possibility of a correct mediation of art with the lifeworld. 
An aesthetic experience that is not simply to be transposed into 
judgments of taste by the professional arbiters, that is not merely to 
circulate in the realm of art alone, would entail a change in the 
status of an, as it were, experimentally unbound subjectivity. 

If aesthetic experience is incorporated into the context of individ- 
ual life-histories, if it is utilized to illuminate a situation and to throw 
light on individual life-problems—if it at all communicates its im- 
pulses to a collective form of life—then art enters into a language 
game that is no longer that of aesthetic criticism but belongs rather 
to everyday communicative practices. It then no longer affects only 
our evaluative language or merely renews the interpretation of needs 
that color our perceptions; rather, it reaches into our cognitive 
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interpretations and normative expectations and transforms the to- 
tality in which these moments are related to each other. In this 
respect, modern art harbors a utopia that becomes a reality to the 
degree that the mimetic powers sublimated in the work of art find 
resonance in the mimetic relations of a balanced and undistorted 
intersubjectivity in everyday life. However, this does not require the 
liquidation of an art set off from life in the medium of aesthetic 
appearance, but rather a changed constellation of art and the lifeworld. 

I developed these ideas earlier at the suggestion of Albrecht Well- 
mer.!? In the meantime, Wellmer has elaborated them in such an 
ingenious way that I can here be content simply to refer to his 
treatment.!* I do not wish to retrace Wellmer’s subtle line of argu- 
ment but only to repeat his main thesis in order to offer it as an 
answer to Martin Jay’s question. The fact that we can dispute the 
reasons for evaluating a work of art in aesthetic discourse is, as we 
said, an unmistakable indication for a validity claim inherent in 
works of art. The aesthetic “validity” or “unity” that we attribute to a 
work refers to its singularly illuminating power to open our eyes to 
what is seemingly familiar, to disclose anew an apparently familiar 
reality. This validity claim admittedly stands for a potential for “truth” 
that can be released only in the whole complexity of life experience; 
therefore, this “truth potential” may not be connected to (or even 
identified with) just one of the three validity claims constitutive for 
communicative action, as I have previously been inclined to main- 
tain. The one-to-one relationship that exists between the prescriptive 
validity of a norm and the normative validity claims raised in regu- 
lative speech acts is not a proper model for the relation between the 
potential for truth of works of art and the transformed relations 
between self and world stimulated by aesthetic experience. 


Neither truth nor truthfulness (Wahrhaftigkeit) may be attributed unmeta- 
phorically to works of art, if one understands “truth” and “truthfulness” in 
the sense of a pragmatically differentiated, everyday concept of truth. We 
can explain the way in which truth and truthfulness—and even normative 
rightness—are metaphorically interlaced in works of art only by appealing 
to the fact that the work of art, as a symbolic formation with an aesthetic 
validity claim, is at the same time object of an experience, in which the three 
dimensions of validity are unmetaphorically intermeshed.!® 
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Thomas McCarthy raises two sorts of objections: first, against my 
systematic interpretation of Weber’s diagnosis of the times; and sec- 
ond, against my analysis of interpretive understanding. Since I be- 
lieve that the relationship established by McCarthy between the two 
problems is artificial, I will first deal separately with the problem of 
the objectivity of understanding. 

In the field of meaning theory, I hold the view that we understand 
a literally meant speech act when we know the conditions under 
which it could be accepted as valid by a hearer. This pragmatically 
extended version of truth-conditional semantics is supported by the 
fact that we connect the execution of speech acts to various validity 
claims: claims to the truth of propositions (or of the existential 
presuppositions of their propositional content), claims to the right- 
ness of an utterance (with respect to existing normative contexts), 
and claims to the truthfulness (Wahrhaftigkeit) of an expressed inten- 
tion. With these claims we issue, as it were, a warranty for their 
vindication, should this be necessary—above all by offering, at least 
implicitly, reasons for the validity of our speech acts. A hearer knows 
the content of what is said when he knows what reasons (or what 
sorts of reasons) the speaker would give for the validity of her speech 
act (under appropriate circumstances). The interpreter (even the 
social scientific interpreter who deals with linguistically formed 
data), does not understand symbolically prestructured objects (in 
the normal case, communicative utterances) if he does not also 
understand the reasons potentially related to their validity claims. 

Now the interesting point is that reasons are of a special nature. 
They can always be expanded into arguments that we then under- 
stand only when we recapitulate (nachvollziehen) them in the light of 
some standards of rationality. This “recapitulation” requires a recon- 
structive activity in which we bring into play our own standards of 
rationality, at least intuitively. From the perspective of a participant, 
however, one’s own standards of rationality must always claim gen- 
eral validity, which can be restricted only subsequently from the 
perspective of a third person. In short, the interpretive reconstruc- 
tion of reasons requires that we place “their” standards in relation 
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to “ours,” so that in the case of a contradiction we either revise our 
preconceptions or relativize “their” standards of rationality against 
“ours.” 

These preconceptions do indeed lead to the rather “strong” thesis 
that we cannot understand reasons without at least implicitly evaluat- 
ing them. McCarthy argues that this conclusion is false, since, even 
if it is the case that it is necessary to take up a rationally motivated 
“yes” or “no” position on reasons in order to understand them, the 
interpreter cannot only agree or disagree with them but can also 
practice a kind of abstention; he has the option of “leaving to one 
side” the question of the validity of “their” rationality standards (and 
hence of the reasons themselves). However, I think that such an 
abstention is also a rationally motivated position, just as much as a 
“yes” or a “no,” and in no way relieves us of the necessity of taking 
a position. Abstention in this context does not really signify a true 
declaration of neutrality but only signals that we are putting off 
problems for the time being and wish to suspend our interpretive 
efforts. For example, so long as we are unable to see a perspicuous 
internal relation between the categorial frameworks of Aristotelian 
and Newtonian physics, we do not know precisely in what sense 
Aristotle, in contrast to Newton, wanted to “explain” natural proc- 
esses. Simply noting the competition between various paradigms 
comes close to confessing that we do not yet understand the physics 
and metaphysics of Aristotle as well as we do the basic assumptions 
about nature in classical mechanics. 

The rational character of understanding, which Gadamer always 
emphasized, becomes especially clear in extreme cases such as, for 
example, the interpretation of mythical narratives. Undercutting or 
leaving to one side (or merely shaking one’s head while accepting) 
the totalistic categories of a worldview within which the narrative 
interweaving and (as it appears to us) the categorical confusion of 
surface phenomena lay claim to explanatory power merely indicate 
that we are putting off—prematurely breaking off—the interpretive 
process. This is tantamount to confessing that we do not yet under- 
stand the point of mythical modes of thought. We understand them 
only when we can say why the participants had good reasons for their 
confidence in this type of explanation. But in order to achieve this 


418 
Chapter 10 


degree of understanding, we have to establish an internal relation 
between “their” sort of explanation and the kind we accept as cor- 
rect. We must be able to reconstruct the successful and unsuccessful 
learning processes that separate “us” from “them;” both modes of 
explanation have to be located within the same universe of dis- 
course. So long as this is not achieved, the feeling remains that one 
does not understand something. It is this perplexity that finds its 
appropriate expression in the suspension of one’s interpretive 
efforts. 

But it does not follow from this that the sciences that must estab- 
lish hermeneutic access to their object domain also have to re- 
nounce the objectivity of knowledge. I have criticized this 
hermeneutist position in various ways.!® In principle, I do not see 
any difficulty in achieving some theoretical knowledge even in those 
domains of reality with which we have contact primarily through 
norm-conformative or expressive attitudes. My reservations concern 
only those theoretical positions that ignore the hermeneutic dimen- 
sion of access to the object domain entirely!” If the sentence 
McCarthy criticizes is to be read as reporting my own view, “that 
nothing can be learned in the objectivating attitude about inner 
nature qua subjectivity,”!® then it may be understood only in the 
sense of a rejection of purely objectivist approaches to psychology. 

McCarthy is further interested in the question of whether the 
rationality complexes that have been differentiated in modern times 
and have achieved a certain autonomy do not, as it were, also com- 
municate with one another and have their roots in one and the same 
reason. In my view, this topic can be treated independently of the 
problem of interpretive understanding. For this purpose, the 
schema reproduced by McCarthy is not really a fruitful point of 
departure. Its purpose was only to represent the content of Max 
Weber's famous Zwischenbetrachtung.!” Unfortunately, in response to 
earlier objections, I made the mistake of referring to this schema in 
a systematic way.”? And McCarthy does the same here. My previous 
carelessness thus makes it necessary in what follows to distinguish 
more carefully between my interpretation of Weber and my own 
views. 
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I first want to isolate those elements of Weber’s theory of culture that 
I appropriated into my own view (a). In so doing, we then encounter 
McCarthy’s concern for the costs of a process of disenchantment 
that now leaves open only the possibility of a procedural unity of 
reason cutting across different forms of argumentation (b). 
McCarthy finally treats the question of the synthesis of the differen- 
tiated moments of reason under three quite distinct aspects. He lists 
three problems that cannot be subsumed under the same analytic 
perspective (that is, the perspective of the various basic attitudes 
toward the objective, the social, and the subjective worlds) (c). 

a. To begin with, let me turn to what I have appropriated from 
Weber’s theory of culture. In Weber’s view, the assertion of a differ- 
entiation of “value spheres” each with its own independent logic— 
which was inspired by the neo-Kantians Emil Lask and Heinrich 
Rickert—can plausibly be defended in regard to modern Europe on 
two levels: first, on the level of ideas that can be transmitted in 
traditions (scientific theories, moral and legal beliefs, as well as 
artistic productions); but also, second, on the level of cultural action 
systems, in which corresponding “discourses” and activities are given 
professionally and institutionally organized form. The differentia- 
tion of value spheres corresponds to a decentered understanding of 
the world, which is an important internal condition for the profes- 
sionalized treatment of cultural traditions separated into questions 
of truth, justice, and taste. This modern understanding of the world 
makes possible a hypothetical approach to phenomena and experi- 
ences, which are isolated from the complexity of lifeworld contexts 
and analyzed under experimentally varied conditions. This is equally 
true for the states of an objectified nature, for norms and modes of 
acting, and for the reflective experiences of an “unbound” subjectiv- 
ity (set free from the practical constraints of everyday life). The 
well-known distinction made by cognitive developmental psychology 
between structurally defined levels of learning, on the one hand, 
and the learning of contents, on the other, certainly may not be 
applied in the same way to science, morality, and art. In this respect, 
my formulations were not careful enough. 
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Compared to the growth of theoretical knowledge, described by 
McCarthy as the accumulation of contents across paradigm shifts, 
the trends in the development of art (discussed more extensively 
above) do not so much signify an accumulation of contents as the 
progressive constitution of a specific domain of autonomous art and 
aesthetic experience purified of cognitive and moral admixtures; 
they also signify expanding explorations that illuminate more and 
more of this realm of experience. Yet this concentric expansion is 
not accompanied by the familiar effect of a devaluation of formerly 
held insights that is typical for cumulative learning processes. Moral 
and legal theories occupy a middle position. Here, too, we can 
observe the constitution of a domain of autonomous morality and 
moral universalism that distills a class of rationally solvable problems 
under the single aspect of justice out of the complexity of the con- 
texts of ethical life. Learning processes in this sphere are similar to 
a theoretical progress achieved within the limits of a single para- 
digm. Thus, in the modern age, the explication and justification of 
moral intuitions make a certain “progress” that is not exhausted in 
ever-new interpretations of the same moral principle. 

However, the thesis that capitalist modernization can be grasped 
as a selective actualization of the rationality potential contained in 
modern structures of consciousness requires the counterfactual sup- 
position of a nonselective model of societal rationalization.?! In this 
connection, I have suggested that for the value spheres of science, 
morality, and art in modern Europe “we should be able to demon- 
strate plausible correspondences with typical forms of argumenta- 
tion, each of which is specialized in accord with a universal validity 
claim.” Thus, the burden of proof is put on the theory of argumen- 
tation; leaving aside explicative discourse and therapeutic critique, 
this has to distinguish and clarify the systematic content of three 
different forms of argumentation: empirical-theoretical discourse, 
moral discourse, and aesthetic critique.” It was due to the context 
of Weber’s diagnosis of the times that I did not introduce the three 
rationality complexes via argumentation theory but by way of a 
schema that was supposed to represent the characteristics of a de- 
centered understanding of the world. Indeed, the modern under- 
standing of the world structurally opens up the possibility of taking 
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objectivating, norm-conformative, and expressive attitudes toward 
three different worlds (objective, social, or subjective—in short, to 
states of affairs, norms, or subjective experiences); it also allows us to 
vary these attitudes in relation to one and the same world. If we keep 
to the schema in figure 10.1 (originally figure 11 in volume 1 of The 
Theory of Communicative Action), but leave aside its application to 
Weber’s diagnosis of the times and pursue instead a systematic line 
of thought, the three forms of argumentation corresponding to the 
modern complexes of rationality can, to begin with, be correlated with 
the formal-pragmatic relations along the diagonal (1.1, 2.2, 3.3). 

b. Based on reflections in the theory of meaning, I take as my 
starting point the view that facts, norms, and subjective experiences 
have their primary locus in “their” corresponding worlds (objective, 
social, or subjective), and in the first instance are accessible, or iden- 
tifiable, only from the perspective of an actor who adopts a corre- 
sponding attitude (be it objectivating, norm-conformative, or 
expressive). It is in connection with this linear ordering that the first 
of the three questions McCarthy treats at the end of his article arises. 

How is it that we can talk in an objectivating attitude about some- 
thing in the subjective or social worlds, that is, about those elements 
that we first experience as something subjective or that we first en- 
counter as something normative? In theoretical discourse (for in- 
stance, scientific discourse) we can incorporate these elements only 
if we thematize subjective experiences and norms as states of affairs 
after having transformed them into components of the objective 
world. In everyday communication we certainly succeed, without 
much trouble, in transforming expressive utterances (or sentences 
in the first person) into equivalent statements in the third person, 
or in accurately reporting the content of normative utterances or 
imperatives from the point of view of the third person. On the level 
of scientific discourse, however, there is a tendency to delimit the 
object domains of, for example, psychology or sociology by neglect- 
ing their hermeneutic dimensions in such a way that the compo- 
nents of the social or subjective worlds are naturalistically assimilated 
to physical entities or to observable behavior. In each case, they are 
made into components of the objective world, inherently accessible 
only in the objectivating attitude; that is, they are forced into the 
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basic conceptual framework of physicalism or behaviorism. As op- 
posed to this naturalist reduction, the point here is simply to de- 
fend nonobjectivist approaches in psychology and the social 
sciences. 

Muiatis mutandis, the same questions arise for moral-practical dis- 
course and, indirectly, for aesthetic criticism. These forms of argu- 
mentation are also inherently related to components of one specific 
world, the social or the subjective. Here, too, elements of the other 
two worlds must be brought into play in such a way as to avoid the 
dangers of, respectively, moralism and aestheticism, just as previously 
the danger of objectivism had to be avoided. We can thus observe that 
science, morality, and art have not only been differentiated from one 
another, they also communicate with one another But within the 
boundaries of each expert culture, the different moments of reason 
come into contact with each other in such as way as to avoid violating 
the independent logic of the dominant form of argumentation spe- 
cialized either in truth, normative rightness, or aesthetic unity. This 
is one concern of the last chapter of The Theory of Communicative 
Action.?4 

At this point the motivation behind McCarthy’s criticism becomes 
clear: an interest in the question of how the moments of reason can 
retain their unity within differentiation and of how this unity can be 
adequately expressed in philosophical analysis. Unfortunately, my 
schematic presentation of Weber’s diagnosis of the times leads 
McCarthy to conflate three quite distinct questions under a single 
viewpoint. As has just been shown, formal-pragmatic relations play a 
role in the analysis of these interactions between the cognitive, 
moral, and expressive moments of reason. But the other two ques- 
tions really have nothing to do with this problem: first, the question 
of how the knowledge produced in expert cultures can be mediated 
with everyday practices (which I have already touched upon above 
in relation to the constellation “art and life”); and second, the ques- 
tion of whether we can provide an equivalent for the meaning of 
traditional worldviews—for their meaning-bestowing function. 

c. With the emergence of autonomous art and science, problems 
of mediation arise—such as the relation of art and life, or of theory 
and practice. Since Hegel, a corresponding problem has emerged 
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that has to do with the relation of morality and ethical life (Sitt- 
lichkeit). This problem has less to do with an expressive attitude 
toward the social world than with the fact that the insights of a 
postconventional morality would remain without any impact on real 
life unless morality is anchored in concrete forms of ethical life. The 
deontological ethics developed in the Kantian tradition do indeed 
offer a solution to the problem of justification; they show how to 
choose between controversial norms of action with good reasons (in 
light of what could be willed by all). But they do not offer any 
solution for two resultant problems: first, that of the application of 
justified norms that are general and abstracted from any content; 
and second, that of the efficacy of pure moral insights that have been 
gained under the condition of abstracting from available motiva- 
tions. Autonomous morality owes its gain in rationality to the trans- 
formation of questions of the good life into problems of justice. As 
a consequence of this deontological abstraction, it can provide only 
answers to questions lacking specific contexts. This necessary disre- 
gard for the complexity of concrete forms of life, in which moral 
moments are always interlaced with evaluative, cognitive, and expres- 
sive moments, calls for specific compensations that make good the 
deficits with regard to the application and realization of moral in- 
sights. I am not able to go further into this question here.” 

The discussions of morality and ethical life, of theory and practice, 
and of art and life all center around the idea of nonreified everyday 
communicative practices, a form of life with structures of an undis- 
torted intersubjectivity. Such a possibility must today be wrung from 
the professional, specialized, self-sufficient cultures of experts and 
from the functional imperatives of state and economy that destruc- 
tively invade both the ecological basis of life and the communicative 
infrastructure of our lifeworld. This same intuition is expressed in 
Marx’s utopian perspective on the realization of philosophy: to the 
extent that the reason expressed in Hegel’s philosophy can be em- 
bodied in the forms of life of an emancipated society, philosophy 
somehow becomes pointless. For Marx, philosophy realized is phi- 
losophy sublated (aufgehoben). The theory of communicative action 
gives this idea another reading: the unity of reason cannot be rees- 
tablished on the level of cultural traditions in terms of a substantive 
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worldview but only on this side of the expert cultures, in the non- 
reified communicative practices of everyday life. Indeed, in a certain 
way, the unity of reason is a tergo always already realized in commu- 
nicative action—namely, in such a way that we have an intuitive 
knowledge of it. A philosophy that wants to bring this intuition to a 
conceptual level must retrieve the scattered traces of reason in com- 
municative practices themselves, no matter how muted they may be. 
However, it cannot simply repeat the attempt, long since discredited, 
to project some theoretical picture of the world as a whole. 

I think I have learned from the tradition of Hegelian-Marxism, 
from the history of critical social theory from Marx to Benjamin, 
Bloch, Marcuse, and Adorno, that any attempt to embed the per- 
spective of reconciliation in a philosophy of history of nature, how- 
ever indirectly it is done, must pay the price of dedifferentiating 
forms of knowledge behind whose categorial distinctions we can no 
longer retreat in good conscience. All this is not really an argument 
but more an expression of skepticism in the face of so many failed 
attempts to have one’s cake and eat it too: to retain both Kant’s 
insights and, at the same time, to return to the “home” (Behausung) 
from which these same insights have driven us. But, perhaps, 
McCarthy or others will someday succeed in formulating the conti- 
nuities between human history and natural history so carefully that 
they are weak enough to be plausible and yet strong enough to 
permit us to recognize human beings’ place in the cosmos (Scheler), 
at least in broad outlines, 
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The philosophical purpose behind Joel Whitebook’s attempt to op- 
pose to “linguistic idealism” the truth of the materialist tradition 
from Feuerbach through Marx and Freud to the later Frankfurt 
School accords with McCarthy’s arguments against banning all sub- 
stantive moments from the concept of a procedural rationality. The 
theoreticians of Western Marxism were relentless in their search for 
some Archimedian point between Kant and Hegel from which they 
might retrieve the materialist tradition without surrendering the 
justificatory achievements of formalist thought, on the one hand, or 
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the meaning-bestowing capacity of holistic thought, on the other. 
These philosophers were in agreement on the goal; they differed as 
to how to attain it since they could not avoid paying some price for 
it, whether excising part of Kant, or Hegel, or Marx. McCarthy and 
Whitebook chastise me either for cutting too much from Hegel and 
totalizing forms of thought (McCarthy), or too much from Marx and 
materialism (Whitebook). In their common diagnosis of too much 
Kantianism, both agree with Rorty, who is disturbed less by the 
latter’s formalism than by its supposed foundationalism. 
Whitebook’s analysis sheds light on the reception of Freudian id 
psychology by Horkheimer, Marcuse, and Adorno, as well as on their 
critique of ego psychology and the famous thesis of the “end of the 
individual.” Whitebook himself retains a more or less orthodox in- 
terpretation of Freud; from a clinical perspective, he regards the 
contributions of ego psychology more as supplements to the classical 
Freud. In my view, however, the achievement of Heinz Hartmann 
and his allies lies in having demonstrated the need to revise meta- 
psychology; the revision itself should come rather from cognitive 
developmental psychology. Piaget’s approach can supplement as- 
sumptions about the psychodynamic development of the child with 
hypotheses about the development of cognitive structures, so as to 
give us a handle on, and make empirically testable, the implicitly 
normative content of such concepts as “ego strength,” “conscious 
conflict resolution,” and “the rational control of drives.” I have pro- 
posed a communication-theoretical interpretation of approaches de- 
riving from Piaget and Freud. To my mind, this proposal has a 
number of advantages: (i) It creates a common ground between 
Freud’s therapeutic and metapsychological writings, by connecting 
the structural model of id, ego, and superego with the experiences 
gained in the communication between patient and analyst.? (ii) 
This version conceptualizes clinical intuitions about deviant and 
successful processes of ego development by making defense mecha- 
nisms comprehensible as inner-psychic communication disturbances 
and by relating the extremes of overly defined/deficient ego 
boundaries (isolation/diffusion) to the pragmatic presuppositions 
of intact intersubjectivity and undistorted communication.?’ (iii) 
Reading psychoanalysis in terms of communication theory also ex- 
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plains the central importance and individuating effects of the Oedi- 
pal conflict that remains decisive for the development of the struc- 
ture of personality. Structurally described levels of interaction serve 
here as a conceptual bridge connecting developmental logic and 
developmental dynamics.?® (iv) Finally, such a reading offers a cate- 
gorial framework in which metapsychology can be connected up 
with the basic concepts of research on socialization and the family.?° 
In Parson’s version, the vocabulary of a theory of drives formulated 
in terms of energy loses its currency here. 

As I see it, nothing of significance is lost in this reading. The 
hydraulic model and its reliance on a mechanics of instinctual en- 
ergy has only a metaphorical character, even for Freud himself. In 
any case, one cannot have both the analytic instrument of a depth 
hermeneutics and a theory of drives formulated in quasi-physicalist 
concepts. The Freudo-Marxism of the earlier Frankfurt School could 
conceptually integrate psychology and sociology only through the 
mechanization of internalization; but, as Whitebook shows, this re- 
sults in a false antagonism between the domain of the organism, 
which is described in biological terms, and the domain of the social 
apparatus, which invades the individual from the outside. It certainly 
makes more sense to attempt to integrate both disciplines from the 
beginning within the same conceptual framework. Such a framework 
would permit us to understand the development of personality as 
socialization (Vergesellschaftung), and to understand socialization as 
individualization. 

If one is clear about the purely methodological character of this 
decision, one need not fear the consequences Whitebook has in 
mind. It is only from the point of view of a reifying theory of drives 
that the extralinguistic referent of both the structure and autonomy 
of “inner nature” gets lost along with the vocabulary of instinct and 
drive energy, cathexis, displacement, and so forth. But the essential 
difference actually consists only in replacing “drive energies” with 
“interpreted needs” and describing “instinctual vissicitudes” from 
the perspective of identity formation and processes of interaction. 
On this reading, inspired by the theory of communication, inner 
nature is not in any way vaporized into a culturalist haze.°° It does 
not determine in advance that the substratum of inner nature has 
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to fit harmoniously into linguistic structures, and even be utterly 
absorbed into them, But such a categorial framework does decide in 
favor of the perspective of a lifeworld intersubjectively shared by 
participants. One does give up biological or physicalist third-person 
descriptions of the organic substratum. This change in perspective 
does not entail the elimination of inner nature as an extralinguistic 
referent. 

Whitebook is led astray by some of my remarks that belong to 
another context. They were made apropos the question of whether 
a theory of natural evolution could be projected from such an 
internal perspective. Naturally, I am enough of a materialist to take 
as my starting point that Kant is right only to the extent that his 
statements are compatible with Darwin. I have never had any doubts 
about the primacy of natural history over the history of the human 
species. Nonetheless, it is better not to try to resolve all problems 
with the same theory, or even with theories of the same type. The 
neo-Darwinian theory of evolution has a different status and form 
from Newtonian physics, on the one hand, and Romantic theories 
of nature, on the other. The three theories are not concerned with 
the same “nature.” “Instinctual nature” as dealt with, respectively, in 
ethology and psychoanalysis is just as distinct. It seems to me that the 
single most important question here is whether that “inner nature” 
whose fateful entwinement in life-histories is the object of psycho- 
analysis can be better explained through interactional concepts or 
through concepts with more strongly physicalist or biological conno- 
tations. The value of a theory is surely a matter of empirical fruitful- 
ness and not a matter of the speculative content of its fundamental 
concepts.*! 

It is, however, quite legitimate to ask how it is that I can hold onto 
those materialist motifs that Freudo-Marxism drew on in its theory 
of drives. Whitebook suspects that a theory of society that no longer 
takes over intact the Freudian theory of drives necessarily truncates 
an important normative dimension, namely, that of happiness. At 
the same time, he also sees an excess of utopianism built into “lin- 
guistic idealism.” The “concern for happiness” seems necessarily to 
become secondary to the “passion for justice” in a theory that gets 
involved with genetic structuralism and directs its interest to general 


429 
Questions and Counterquestions 


structures of rationality, both in the development of the individual 
and in social evolution. I shall limit myself here to the moral and 
legal dimension, since both Whitebook and McCarthy, each in his 
own way, renew the critique of ethical formalism (and both with 
reference to the same passage in my essay on Benjamin). 

First of all, I have to point out that I have revised my earlier 
interpretation? of the postconventional stage of moral judgment.*® 
Even if the approach of a discourse ethics favored by Apel and myself 
were to be accepted in philosophical discussions, it would only have 
achieved an adequate description of the conditions of principled 
moral judgment as such. Previously, I was not sufficiently clear about 
the fact that such a competence for judgment does not eo ipso pre- 
suppose a flexible ego identity, even if it no longer accepts as given 
the interpretation of needs (as does Kantian ethics) but rather (as 
in discourse ethics) opens them to an unconstrained intersubjective 
process of will formation. The cognitive capacity to justify moral 
actions and norms has to be supplemented if it is to become effective 
in the context of ethical life. Only a capacity for judgment (informed 
by practical reason) makes possible an application of abstract and 
general norms that is appropriate to particular situations; only mo- 
tivational resources and structures of inner control makes possible 
actions that are in accord with moral insight. Without the capacity 
for judgment and motivation, the psychological conditions for trans- 
lating morality into ethical life are missing; without the correspond- 
ing patterns of socialization and institutions, that is, without “fitting” 
forms of life to embodied moral principles, the social conditions for 
their concrete existence are missing. This is the substance of Hegel’s 
critique of Kant’s theory of morality, a critique that has always been 
recognized in the critical theory of society. Autonomy in Kant’s 
sense, with the strict separation of duty and inclination and without 
the awareness of the ego’s communicative access to its own inner 
nature, also signifies unfreedom; Adorno developed the implications 
of this in the third part of his Negative Dialectics. In psychological 
terms, this means that inner nature is not transformed into the 
perspective of reconciliation merely through the capacity of moral 
judgment (as it is reconstructed in terms of a discourse ethics). 
Rather, such a perspective is attained only through the structures of 
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an ego-identity making possible “a freedom that limits itself in the 
intention of reconciling, if not of identifying, worthiness with 
happiness.””* 

In the theory of society, the relation between morality and ethical 
life can be found in the contrast between general structures of the 
lifeworld that are capable of being rationalized, on the one hand, 
and the plurality of existing lifeworlds in their specific, concrete 
historical totalities, on the other. Particular forms of life and life-his- 
tories form a context that remains in the background and is experi- 
enced by us only as a horizon; this context cannot be objectivated 
in toto. Certainly, different lifeworlds may be compared under differ- 
ent abstract points of view; but only a few such aspects are so general 
that they can be detached from the cultural paradigms of a specific 
lifeworld. This is true, for instance, of problemsolving capacities that 
can be measured against the standard of universal validity claims 
(such as propositional truth and normative rightness) and that can 
accumulate in the development of the forces of production, in the 
growth of theoretical knowledge, as well as in progress in the stages 
of moral judgment. However, happiness, unlike justice or knowl- 
edge, is not a concept that relates to only one of these dimensions 
and to general structures of the lifeworld. It is related to particular 
constellations of lived practices, value orientations, traditions, and 
competencies as a whole. Its object is always a historically unique 
configuration. We do indeed have more or less definite feelings 
about the success of modes of life and—with less deception—about 
their failure. But enormous difficulties stand in the way of concep- 
tualizing, as we can do in the case of morality, these clinical intuitions 
about the “good life” in a universally binding way, although this was 
once the aim of classical ethics. One has to be satisfied with recog- 
nizing necessary conditions for such a life. 

Many of those who have been raised in a Protestant milieu tend 
toward the presumption that the balance of happiness, overall and 
in the long run, cannot be drastically altered. But even this goal 
would not be achieved if every generation did not set other goals for 
themselves and undertake anew utopian efforts to change the bal- 
ance of happiness. Perhaps it is a remnant of theodicy to assume that 
every form of life inherently possesses the same chance to find its 
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happiness. Such speculations are surely idealist in the bad sense 
given the overwhelming experience of individual unhappiness and 
collective suffering, and in view of social catastrophes that are so 
terrible because, for all their quasi-naturalness, they do not arise 
from natural necessity. Over and over again, the necessary condi- 
tions for a “good life” are carelessly and arbitrarily violated. It is from 
this experience that the tradition of thought that unites Marx and 
Freud draws its inspiration. I am in full agreement with Whitebook 
in my desire not to give up this form of materialism. 

In conclusion, I do not want to pass over in silence the fact that 
McCarthy and Whitebook touch upon a basic philosophical problem 
that, if I am correct, still awaits an adequate resolution this side of 
Hegelian logic: How is it possible to weaken the claims of statements 
about totalities so that they may be joined together with stronger 
statements about general structures? 
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